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“Get your feet off the dashboard,” Wen ordered. 

Really? He hadn’t spoken a word to me the entire eight-hour drive, 
but he decided to give me lip because I was stretching my legs? I glared at 
him—at how tightly his ivory fingers gripped the steering wheel, probably 
gritting his teeth just as tight. 

So. Fucking. What. 

I settled deeper into my seat and kept my feet just where they were. 

“I don’t understand you, Teagan. Why is it such a struggle for you to 
use your brain? Is being an idiot—” He paused midsentence. “I said get 
your feet off the goddamn dashboard!” He slapped my boot. 

Brows arching, I sat up straight and dropped my feet. Well, that was 
new. 

For the ten years, Pd known Aldwen, who went by Wen, Pd never 
heard him raise his voice. Ever. Wen and Jess adopted Livvie and me when 
Livvie was eight and I was six. I hadn’t seen Wen since he divorced Jess last 
year. But today, I got to find out just where he disappeared to. Crooked 
Pines—a small country town far, far away from the city. Away from my 
favorite burger joint. My friends. And Chase, my not-so-boyfriend. So 


much for spring break. 
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I blinked out the window as Wen’s silver SUV rolled to a stop in front 
of his new place—a French, country-style home made up of pointed roofs 
and shutters and a pebbled walkway lined with shrubs. There must’ve 
been a dozen orange lamps illuminating the multicolored, stoned 
structure. 

Holy shit, it was picture perfect. A grade up from the tiny, junky two- 
bedroom apartment I'd just left. Yet, Pd give anything to go back to that 
cluttered mess—my bottomless pit. But it was either this or juvenile. 

Wen shut off the engine, uttering a deep sigh. “It’s late. When we get 
inside, I want you to go straight to bed. Pll discuss your punishment in the 
morning.” He climbed out of the car. 

For a moment, I saw myself snatching the car keys and speeding away, 
but that was just wishful thinking. Rolling my eyes, I joined him on the 
curb, my throat aching, reality sinking in that I was really doing this. 
There was no turning back. 

Wen tossed my duffel bag. It slapped my front with a hard thud. 

Ouch, I mouthed, eyes widening. 

But he brushed on by and headed up the path for the door. I 
hesitantly followed behind. Just as he fumbled in his pocket for the key, 
the wooden door swung wide, and behold, there stood a beautiful woman. 
The woman Jess spent countless nights drunkenly scrolling on social 
media. Eva Ricardo, Wen’s fiancé. Jess had told me all about her being an 
attorney and having a daughter around my age. She’d even said Eva was 
pretty, but damn, that was an understatement. This woman was drop-dead 
gorgeous. Her golden-brown, wavy hair matched her caramel eyes and 
tanned skin perfectly. With her petite frame and killer curves, she could 
pass as a Victoria’s Secret model. My stomach clenched as I put myself in 
Jess’s shoes. She must’ve been devastated. 


Eva’s sexy mouth dropped. “Teagan? Oh, it is so nice to finally meet 
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you!” She rushed me with open arms. 

What the actual fuck? Was she really doing this right now? 

Her exotic perfume lingered up my nose as she squeezed me tight. 
She pulled back, still gripping me by the shoulders. “Pve heard so much 
about you.” She shook with enthusiasm. 

A sarcastic smile eased across my lips, unable to pass up the 
opportunity to put Wen on the spot. “Really?” My head cocked. “Because 
Pve heard absolutely nothing about you, Eva.” I glanced back at Wen. 

He tore past us. “Please. I know Jess. She couldn’t resist telling you 
something.” 

Eva’s smile never left. “That’s all right. We have all the time in the 
world now to catch up.” 

“Unfortunately,” I grumbled, looking past her at the décor—done up 
in dark earth tones. Jess, an artist at heart, had our home splashed with 
color like a painter’s pallet. I swallowed. What if I never saw that place 
again? 

I glared at Eva. “So, what, I’m supposed to call you, mom, now?” 

Wen sucked in a sharp breath. “Jesus, Teagan. You don’t have to call 
her anything. You’ve never even called me dad.” 

I couldn’t help laughing. Wen was so angry his glasses were fogging. 

“Look—” He stabbed a finger at my face. 

But Eva placed her hand on his chest and stopped him. “How about I 
show Teagan to her new room?” She gently pushed Wen away. I’m sure 
she mouthed calm down. Ugh! I could throw up. 

“Come with me,” Eva said, motioning for me to follow her. As she 
switched up the carpeted stairs, she glanced over her shoulder. “You didn’t 
bring much stuff, huh?” 

“Well, it was so sudden. And Wen was in such a rush to get back to 


his... paradise... 1 just said fuck it. I only grabbed a few outfits.” And my 
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favorite photo of Livvie and me. 

She groaned. “That sucks. Just let me know when you’re ready to go 
shopping.” She gave me a smile. 

I supposed she was expecting a hip hip hooray. But come on. I was 
wearing combat boots, a baseball cap, and a long hoodie that covered my 
shorts. Did it look like I gave a rat’s ass about fashion? When we reached 
the landing, a door slammed. 

Eva clicked her tongue. “Val? Teagan’s here. Come out and say hey.” 
She glanced at me. “Valerie’s my daughter. That’s her room.” She 
motioned to the door at her right. “Val—?” 

The door swung wide. Well damn. That apple didn’t fall far from the 
tree. Val was the spitting image of Eva, only with sleek black hair. 

She forced a smile and then frowned, taking me in. I did the same, 
noticing she wore a silky night gown with a pink fur hem. It was like 
something from those old flicks Jess used to watch. 

“Hi,” she choked out and then slammed the door before I could reply. 

Eva shook her head. “Anyway—your room is here. I haven’t yet 
cleared away all my things, but we had a bed moved in immediately.” 

I peeked around at the blue-gray walls. One large window was in the 
center straight ahead. The room was smaller than I expected. Judging from 
the L-shaped desk and matching bookcase, this was Eva’s office. Boxes 
lined the floor, overflowing with paper and file folders. 

“I thought you’d want to rest after such a long drive. Pll get all this 
stuff cleared away first thing in the morning, though.” 

My gaze fixed on the queen-sized bed made up with big fluffy pillows 
and a peach-colored comforter, and instantly, I felt a yawn coming on. 

“Is this okay?” 

“It’s not like I have any other options, ” I said, stepping further inside. 


I let my duffel bag drop at the foot of the bed as I took a seat. It was then 
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that the smell hit me. So sour and putrid. My frown deepened the more 
the scent invaded my nostrils. “What the hell is that smell?” My hand 
covered my nose and mouth. 

Eva’s eyes darted, confused. “I-I don’t smell anything,” she answered, 
uncertain. 

I jumped to my feet to search beneath the bed. “It stinks. It smells like 
rotten eggs and a dumpster!” 

She laughed nervously. “I honestly don’t smell anything. But we 
could open a window. Maybe put a couple air fresheners in? I can go check 
if we still...” 

“Yes. Now. Hurry!” 

She started to go but paused. “Before I forget, your bathroom is at the 
end of the hall.” She disappeared, leaving me speechless. 

For a second, I forgot about the gut-wrenching scent. My bathroom I 
couldn’t believe it. There was only one toilet back at Jess’s place, and 
Livvie and I fought over it every morning. 

My stomach curdled. The scent was absolutely disgusting. I hurried 
to tug open the window and gasped. They had an inground pool? 

My eyes squinted. No wonder Wen never called us again. With this 
luxurious place and those two gorgeous girls, why would anybody 
consider coming back to a crummy apartment and Jess and me with our... 
problems. 

I slid the window open, the ache returning in my throat. But I refused 
to cry. This was my new norm, and the sooner I accepted it, the sooner I 
could move on. That was if the stench didn’t kill me first! 

Frowning, I unzipped my duffel bag for my nightshirt, an oversized 
flannel tee that buttoned down the front. Olivia’s beautiful face stared up 
at me. 


I slowly took the photo, my lips spreading on impulse. Livvie’s smile 
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was contagious. We’d gone to a carnival that day. I’d dared Livvie to ride 
the Nightmare, a ride that went high in the sky and then dropped like a 
fucked up elevator. She wanted to take a before and after picture. We were 
supposed to give our best smiles. I looked goofy, eyes shut and flashing all 
my teeth. But Olivia was sexy, as always. Her piercing gray eyes were 
serious, yet her smile was sweet and innocent with the deepest dimples. 

We'd had so much fun then. It was a couple days shy of Livvie’s sweet 
sixteen. When things were good. Before Livvie... changed. 

This picture was Jess’s copy. Pd lost the original a while ago. Every 
time I got pissed off at Livvie, I deleted her pics from my phone. I was 
grateful for a physical copy and planned to take good care of it. 

Eyes scanning the empty walls, I decided to hang it someplace. 
Hopefully, Miss Thing had an extra picture frame. And where the hell was 
she with the air freshener? My god. I was going to be sick! The photo 
slipped from my fingertips and landed on a fuzzy pillow as I took off for 
the bathroom. 

My boots thudded down the hall. As Eva said, I found the bathroom 
at the end on the left. The door slammed into the wall as I burst inside, 
dove for the toilet, and vomited. When finished, I hovered over the faucet, 
cupping mouthfuls of water to rinse my mouth. I backed away from the 
giant basin, water dripping from my chin. Unbelievable. I rolled my eyes. 

It was the most enormous bathroom I’d ever seen. The shower, 
secluded in a corner, had glass doors and marble tile walls that matched 
the floor. I could fit my whole bedroom in there! 

The décor was black and pink with floral, maybe Japanese cherry 
blossom. Not really my style. I scoffed. Listen to me. My style? The entire 
bathroom was mine. It could be a goddamn porta potty for all I cared. 

I laughed, but my mouth tasted sour. Ew. I needed to brush my 


teeth. I went back to the bedroom for my toothbrush. That’s when I 
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glimpsed the photo lying face down. I froze. What. The. Hell. I stomped 
over to the pillow and snatched up the picture. A small yelp squeaked 
from my lips. Olivia’s face was scratched out! The room tilted. 

“Who—? Who did this?” The words choked from my throat, my chest 
heaving. “Who in the fuck—?” I spun around, shoulders rising and falling. 
Val. 

I got to her door, slapping my palm against the wood as hard as I 
could. “Hey!” 

She swung it open instantly, glaring ferociously, cheeks flushing red. 
“What is your problem?” 

“This!” I yelled back, raising the picture. 

“What the hell is that?” she asked without even acknowledging it. 

I struggled to bite back my tears. “It was my sister and me before you 
did this to it.” I shoved it in her face, clipping the tip of her nose. 

She dodged and swatted at my hand. “Back up. I didn’t touch that.” 

“You little spoiled, phony—” 

“Bitch—” Val took a deep breath. “I don’t know what the hell you’re 
talking about.” 

“I was only gone a second, and you’re right across from me, Val.” 

She folded her arms. “You know, I heard you were crazy. But seeing it 
first hand is unbelievable.” 

“You bitch!” I let the picture slip as I charged her, taking her long hair 
by the handful. She screamed, flailing her arms. 

“What the hell?” I heard Eva say behind me. But it was Wen who 
wrestled me away from Val. 

Val’s hair was a mess around her flushed face. “You’re crazy!” she 
shouted. 

I scoffed, struggling to get loose. “Trust me; you haven’t seen crazy 


yet.” I jumped at her, but Wen’s grip held. 


8|NIKI KEITH 


“Hey!” Wen shook me roughly by the shoulder. “You won’t be doing 
anything to anybody.” 

I glared at him. “Wanna bet?” 

“Bring it, bitch,” Val cut in, moving forward, but Eva stepped in her 
path. 

“You know better than to behave this way.” 

Val’s face softened, getting ahold of herself. 

“Unfortunately, this one doesn’t,” Wen remarked, tightening his 
hold. 

Of course, he wouldn’t take my side. He never had. Livvie was his 
favorite. 

“What is this about?” Eva demanded. She bent to retrieve the photo. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Wen said. “This kind of nonsense is not tolerated 
here. Do you understand?” His eyes fixed on me. 

My nostrils flared. I so wanted to knock him out, too. “Yeah. I 
understand that coming here was a bunch of bullshit!” I yelled into his 
face. 

“All right.” He clutched me in one hand, tugging me with him as we 
went across the hall to my room. He grabbed my duffel bag and forced me 
toward the staircase. 

“Wen—?” Eva’s voice was small behind us. 

He ignored her, practically dragging me down the plush stairs. I 
slipped on the last two, and he yanked me up. 

“What are you doing?” I uttered. He was squeezing my arm so tightly 
he caught my pulse. 

We got to another door which he nudged open, and again, we 
stumbled down a flight of stairs. It was the basement. 

“You will stay down here for the weekend or until your room is 


ready. It all depends on your behavior.” He dropped my bag. 
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“Goodnight.” He stomped back up the stairs, and slammed the door 
behind him. 


So much for spring break. I shifted my duffel bag to my other arm and 
shook my bangs from my eyes. It was barely an hour later when I crept out 
the basement window and ran away. I’d gone a few blocks before growing 
tired. I was sleepy. And so not in the mood for this bullshit. Wen could 
have left me where I was. I would’ve been fine. Mr. Zimmerman said he 
wasn’t going to press charges. That meant I was in the clear. Well, almost. 
But still. If Wen didn’t want me in his home, why did he even bother? To 
make himself look like the hero? That’s all Wen ever cared about—his 
image. If anything made him look— 

I slowed. You have got to be kidding me. Wen’s stupid grin glared 
back at me from a poster on a lamp post. VOTE JACOBS FOR MAYOR, the 
sign read. 

Is he running for mayor? He was already the goddamn chief of police, 
but he needed that, too? That was precisely my point. That explained why 
he didn’t want me here. He thought I would ruin his image. But Eva and 
Val...? 

With an angry cry, I tore the paper from the post and crumpled it. 

“Just so you know, there’s a camera aimed at you,” a guy said from 
behind me. 

I spun toward the voice. There was a small restaurant called B-Line 
Diner with an annoying bee blinking in lights. The guy, clutching a black 
garbage bag, pointed over my head. 

I glanced up and caught the camera. On impulse, I flipped my middle 
finger. 


He laughed. “Do you want a drink or something?” 
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“Sure. But I doubt this cute little place has what I’m looking for.” 

He cocked his head, taking me in. He was sexy. African-American— 
with dark puppy dog eyes, bushy brows, and dark, low-cropped curls. He 
was wearing a tight, white shirt that showed off how ripped he was. 

His mouth curled into a half-smirk. “Guess we’ll have to see.” He 
dumped his trash and motioned for me to follow him. 

The diner was empty. It was warm and smelled like french fries and 
decorated in black and gold stripes like a bee. 

Mr. Hot Stuff went behind the counter. “I was about to lock up. But I 
can grab you a milkshake or pop.” 

I plopped on a stool, dropping my duffel bag. I hadn’t had anything 
to eat or drink since yesterday and I'd heaved all that up a couple hours 
ago thanks to that stinking ass room. My eyes flicked to the menu 
overhead. 

He drummed his fingertips on the counter. “Or—I could get you 
something else.” 

I couldn’t exactly afford anything on the menu with only two bucks 
in my pocket and all. His handsome face came into view. I glanced back at 
the door, contemplating how quickly I could dash for it after I finished 
eating. 

“Il just take a root beer. And pretend it’s the harder stuff.” 

He shrugged. “Sure. Be right back.” Several minutes later, he returned 
with a bottle of soda and a basket of nachos with all the fixings. 

I eyed it hungrily, then blinked at him. “But I didn’t order those.” 

He shrugged those broad shoulders again. “Doesn’t matter. It’s on 
the house. So—what brings you to Crooked Pines?” 

I dug into the nachos and munched loudly before answering. “Who 
said I was an out-of-towner?” 


He leaned over the counter, eyes lowering to my duffel bag. “Besides 
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the obvious, I’ve never seen you around before.” 

“Well, aren’t you a real Sherlock,” I murmured with my mouth full. 

“So, what are you, like, for Smithson?” 

I glared at him, confused. 

“He’s running against Jacobs.” He laughed. “You have no clue what 
Pm talking about, do you?” 

“Goddamn. Do you ask everyone all these questions? It’s no wonder 
yourre in here alone. You’re too nosy.” I cocked my head while having a 
drink. 

He rested his elbows on the countertop and pressed his lips together. 

My back straightened as I took him in—the light shade above his 
plump mouth, his square jaw line, muscular neck, and Jesus, the ridges of 
his upper chest muscles. I nibbled on my lip, totally eye fucking him. 

He cleared his throat, shifting nervously. 

I slowly grinned. “Am I making you uncomfortable?” 

“N-no. I just—uh—gotta close...” 

“Sure,” I murmured, getting to my feet. I slinked over to the door and 
flipped the sign over to close. The lock was a deadbolt, which I turned 
with a loud click. 

I glanced over my shoulder. “Satisfied?” 

He kept quiet, holding that lazy gaze. I stalked around the counter 
and approached him. He frowned, yet a dimple deepened in his cheek. He 
was absolutely gorgeous. I leaned in and kissed him, a quick peck for he 
backed away. But I grabbed a fistful of his shirt and slid my tongue into his 
mouth. 

Our tongues wrestled as we blindly made our way to the kitchen. He 
gently swooped me off my feet and placed me on a table. My hands went 
under his shirt and trailed the muscles in his back. He moaned into my 


mouth, cupping my chin, but I pulled away, tugging at his shirt. 
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“Take this off.” 

He did. My breath caught in my throat. Pd only seen abs like that on 
TV. I gripped his forearms, admiring the tiny tattoo on his left chest. It 
was some sort of Asian language. 

I wanted to ask him what it meant but making out was ten times 


better than talking. 


I uttered a heavy sigh. “You wouldn’t happen to have a cigarette, would 
you?” I asked. It was only twenty minutes later, but it felt like two hours. 

“I don’t smoke,” Mr. Sexy answered, keeping his back to me as he 
pulled on his shirt and adjusted his pants. When he finished, he glanced 
over his shoulder at me but turned away shyly, for I hadn’t gotten dressed 
yet. But was he serious? Wed just done... all that... and now he was shy? 

It would be cute if I were into bashful guys. But I guess I was wrong 
about him. Damn it. I pictured Eva and Val. Was everyone in this town 
beautiful goody-two-shoes? 

He pretended to be busy with something in front of him. “Gosh, I’ve 
never done anything like this before. What’s your name? I’m—” 

“Pd rather not know,” I said. 

He faced me, brows furrowing. “Why?” 

I hopped off the table. “Cause.” I tugged on my shorts. 

He folded his arms. “That’s not an answer.” 

“Okay.” I stopped inches from his face. “Because I’m a runaway. And 
we'll never see each other again.” 

His handsome features collapsed. He stepped away from me, 


scratching through his curls. “Well, then I better make sure that you get 
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back home.” He whipped out his cell. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Calling you a cab.” 

I laughed. “Well, is it going to be on the house, too? I don’t have any 
cash.” 

He glared at me. “My point exactly, of why you should go back 
home.” He left me to finish dressing. 

I held my smile. That dude was even sexier when he was angry. 

I quietly rummaged through the kitchen, hoping to find alcohol. 
With no luck, I scoffed disgustedly. I knew this place was too cute. 

Out front, the guy stood at the door, peering out, his back muscles 
tense. “Your ride will be here shortly.” His voice was flat. 

Smirking, I racked up my duffel bag. “Guess this is goodbye, then.” 

He took a deep breath. “Just get home. Safely,” he added, nodding 
toward the cab pulling up. He held out a twenty-dollar bill, still keeping 
his gaze away from me. 

I stripped it from his fingertips. “Sweet.” I glimpsed his face, his jaw 
set, eyes boring into the glass. I laughed to myself. But seriously, what did 
this guy expect? It was a one-night stand. Nothing more. 

I started to say something, but he turned away. Oh, well. I slipped out 
the door. There was no way I could get back to Jess’s with twenty bucks. I 
had to go back to Wen. 


So, ten minutes later, I slipped back through their basement window. 


“Rise and shine,” Wen said the following day. 

My eyes squinted up at him. The events of the night before came 
flooding back. Wandering in the middle of the night. That annoying 
blinking bee. The guy. The sexy guy—with the abs and that foreign tattoo. 
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His kisses... His... touch. 

Wen’s face came into view, scowling as always. And I remembered he 
was running for mayor. 

“Ugh.” I rolled over and pulled the cover over my head. 

“Get. Up. Teagan.” Of course, he snatched the blanket away. “We’re 
having a family discussion, and your presence is needed.” 

“Like hell it is,” I grumbled, slowly pulling up. “What do you want?” 

“To know what the hell that was about last night.” 

I grabbed for the blanket but missed. “Go and ask your precious Val,” 
I hissed. 

“You have five minutes to get yourself ready and at the table.” 

My eyes bored into the back of his head as he left. 

The kitchen smelled delicious when I entered a half-hour later. Pd 
taken my sweet time in the bathroom, showering and washing my hair. 
The guy from last night—his cologne clung to me. I couldn’t shut my eyes 
without seeing our steamy kitchen fling. He’d turned Chase’s sessions into 
a confused boy trying to determine what went where. 

It was too bad Pd never see him again—the guy at the diner, I mean. 
Besides, I highly doubted he’d miss me. I knew a player when I saw one. 

“What the hell...2” I uttered under my breath, staring at the table 
filled with fresh fruit, crepes, eggs (scrambled and over-easy,) bacon, 
French toast, and hash browns. It looked like a Thanksgiving meal! 

Eva stood as I entered, eyes beaming. “I hope there’s something here 
you'll like.” 

I cut my eye at Wen and Val sitting opposite of each other, already 
digging in. 

Eva motioned to the seat across from her. “Please, sit. Do you want 
orange juice? Milk?” 


I grinned. “Do you have vodka?” 
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Wen’s fork clinked against his plate. “That’s what got you into this 
mess.” 

Eva sighed. “It was just a joke, Aldwen...” 

Wen shook his head. “I want to get one thing clear, Teagan.” He 
glared at me as I dropped into a seat. “You are not to touch a bottle of 
liquor. If you do so much as sntff alcohol, PI send you to juvie my 
goddamn self. And don’t think this is going to be a vacation. I want you to 
write poor Mr. Zimmerman an apology letter. You will get a part-time job 
and pay him back every dime.” 

I gasped. “How much? The price of his car? That’s going to take the 
rest of my life!” 

“You’re only paying for the damages, Teagan. And I don’t care how 
long it'll take. You need to think about your actions.” 

Eva cleared her throat. “All right. Now that that’s out of everyone’s 
system, why don’t you dig in, Teagan? This syrup is apple cinn—” 

“I’m not hungry,” I told her her, folding my arms. Liar. I so wanted to 
nose dive into the plate of French toast. 

Wen’s lips formed a tight line. He was actually a handsome guy— 
clean-cut, well-built, and looked nowhere near forty. Someone called Jess a 
cougar, mistaking Wen for being half her age. I pictured Jess’s messy 
blond hair and pale freckled face—before the worry lines. Before her 
addiction. 

“We’re sorry about your photo,” Eva said, cutting into my thoughts. 
She sounded so sincere that my eyes met hers. But then she shifted her 
gaze, and she narrowed her eyes at Val. “Nothing like this will ever happen 
again. Will it, Val?” 

Val’s palm slapped the table. “For the last time, I didn’t—” 

“Apologize,” Eva ordered. 


Val took a sharp breath. “I’m sorry,” she said through clenched teeth. 
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An apology wasn’t hardly enough for what’d happened to my favorite 
picture. I could never get that back. But seeing how the spoiled brat was 
seething, I could take it. I grinned at her from ear to ear. 

Wen clamped a hand on my shoulder. “That fight—getting 
physical—that will never happen again, either.” 

“Nope.” Eva shook her head. 

Wen glared at me. “Understood?” 

Val cut an eye at me. A flicker of defiance flashed across her face. My 
brow arched. Wen’s grip tightened to get my attention. 

“Yeah. Got it,” I grumbled, my eyes adverting to Wen. “So, when 
were you going to tell me you’re running for mayor?” 

“How do you know that?” 

Damn. I chuckled nervously, for all eyes were on me. I shrugged. 
“You just told me?” 

Wen straightened. “My campaign has nothing to do with you. Your 
concerns are paying back Mr. Zimmerman and getting your grades up this 
year.” 

“What grades?” I frowned. 

“Don’t feed me that,” Wen said. “Spring break’s over. You’re getting 
enrolled in high school as soon as next week.” 

My eyes widened. I have to finish the rest of junior year in a new 
school? Fuck me. 

“And you, Val,” Eva said, “are going to show Teagan around and 
introduce her to your friends.” 

Val scoffed as if shed puke. “You want me to take her under my 
wing?” 

“That’s exactly what I expect you to do,” Eva said. “With open arms,” 
she added. 


“We are a family, and you two are going to get along whether you like 
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it or not,” Wen said. 

“Says you,” I grumbled, rolling my eyes. “Okay, we’ve had our ‘family 
discussion,” I said making air quotes, “can I return to the basement now?” 

Wen sighed. “No, you can’t.” 

“Why?” 

“Because your room is finished,” Eva said with a big smile. 

“Great.” I slid back in my seat. “Well, may I be excused?” 

Eva nodded. “Of course, honey.” She kept her eyes on me as I stood to 
go. “I’m leaving for work a little late today, so just holler if you want a 
sandwich or something.” 

I grabbed a shiny red apple from the fruit bowl and without a word, 
left the kitchen. Sure, she was trying and all, but why couldn’t they see all 
I wanted was to be left alone? Jess understood that. When she went on 
her... binges... she did just that—left me alone. 

Which is how I ended up here in the first place, my subconscious 
argued. Ugh! 

I quickly grabbed my things from the basement and hurried to my 
room, bracing myself for the horrid stench from before. But instead, 
something tropical greeted me. A Glade thingy. Thank God. 

There was a white armoire, elegant and vintage-looking, with a full 
length mirror on the door. I trailed its smooth wood finish with my finger. 
A small desk table with a rolling stool underneath sat where Eva’s things 
used to be. A fuzzy accent rug lay in the center of the room. And dozens of 
fairy lights draped the wall above the bed. 

I took in the room’s color scheme in distaste. It was totally something 
Livvie would love. I couldn’t help rolling my eyes with a stab of jealousy. 
Of course, Wen remembered her favorites. He never knew a damn thing 
about me. 


I glimpsed my bitter expression through the mirror. With my tousled 
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hair and wrinkled top, I looked like Pd taken a spin in the washer 
machine. Jess used to say I resembled a brunette Billie Eilish. But I knew 
she wanted to boost my self esteem for I absolutely did not give a shit 
about my appearance. 

Chuckling, I took a big bite of the apple. It was sweet and juicy and... 
wiggly? 

My face contorted in confusion as I spat out the piece. I shakily held 
out the apple and jerked away, dropping it on the floor. Tiny white critters 


wriggled from the bite. 


Monday morning, I glared at Eva as if she really were the dumbass I 
thought she was. “I am not putting that on,” I said. 

“But you'll look adorable,” Eva cried. She waved the dress in front of 
me again. 

I could puke all over its plaid pattern. “How? It looks like a goddamn 
tablecloth!” 

“It does not.” She laughed, taking my hand to feel the material. 
Surprisingly, it was soft and silky. “This design is called an empire waist 
dress. And it will accentuate your curves.” She gave me a wink. 

What? She lost me at empire. Either way, the dress didn’t suit me. It 
had Livvie written all over it. My eyes narrowed as Wen appeared in the 
doorway of my room. 

“Why don’t you like it?” he demanded. 

"Why should I? It’s too... sophisticated.” I frowned. 

“God—we don’t want people mistaking you to be that,” Val called 
from behind Wen. 

Was the whole clan going to stand around choosing my wardrobe? I 
sure as hell could do without Little Miss Perfect’s two cents and her 


leggings and flats, looking like a total church girl. 
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Eva dropped the dress on the bed. “Well, you only have ten minutes 
to throw something on. Val’s going to take you to school.” She gave Wen a 
quick kiss and slipped out the room. 

I folded my arms as Wen eyed me. 

“Well, don’t even think about wearing those short shorts,” he warned, 
before following after Eva. 

I broke into a slow grin, deciding on something even better. I grabbed 
my best pair of jeans and cut the knees out, cutting nearly three quarters of 
the thigh away. Take that, suckers. 

A short while later, | sat in the back of Val’s SUV, identical to 
Wen’s— obviously his attempt to win her over. 

As Wen and Eva ordered, Val was taking me under her wing. Pd 
appreciated watching Val squirm over it, but this step-sister business was 
going too far. Val and her two best friends, Tandy and Margo, had the car 
smelling so sweet, a diabetic could go into a coma. 

I was next to Margo—a beautiful Asian girl with long, brown hair and 
a sparkling nose ring. She pressed herself against her door, hoping to keep 
as far away from me as possible as if I had the plague. 

Tandy—on the other hand—kept glancing back at me, throwing 
comments as if I were some cute little puppy. 

“I can’t believe we’re riding around with a criminal,” she said, turning 
in her seat to see me. “What happened, again?” 

My eyes narrowed. “You tell me. You’re the one calling me a 
criminal.” 

Val shifted at the wheel, locking eyes with me through the rearview 
mirror. “Well, aren’t you going to brag about it?” 

“You don’t know shit about me, Val.” 

“I know you’re a drunk.” 


Tandy danced in her seat, whoop-whooping. “So the girl knows how 
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to start the party.” 

I turned to the window to hide my amusement. 

Val snorted. “Yeah, until she goes and wrecks everything.” 

“Oh?” Tandy’s voice went up an octave. “What’d you do?” She stared 
at me. 

Tandy was absolutely striking. She was African-American with 
smooth and glowing skin, oval-shaped, dark eyes, and a head full of dark 
curls. 

I felt Margo’s eyes on me, too, waiting to hear my adventurous tale. 
She’d even gotten an inch closer. Those girls didn’t have a bad bone in 
their bodies. 

My lips curled into a smirk. “I stole my neighbor’s car.” 

Margo gasped. “Really?” 

“Well, where did you go? Like on a joyride or something?” Tandy 
asked. 

I shrugged. “I went nowhere. I crashed about a block from the 
house.” 

Both Margo and Tandy groaned. 

“Yep. That was the end of that adventure and the beginning of this 
nightmare.” I rolled my eyes. 

“Crooked Pines isn’t that bad,” Tandy said. 

“Well, it is now,” Val grumbled, obviously referring to me. 

My head cocked her way. “You have something to say, Val?” 

The car screeched to a halt, and she spun to face me. “I am not pleased 
about this whole bull shit step-sister act.” 

“Neither am I. But sooner or later, we’re gonna have to get over it. 
Our parents made the choice for us. What else can we do?” 

“Try not to get on each other’s nerves,” Val said. 


I folded my arms. “Trust me. That’s the best thing I’ve heard since I 
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got here. But this all started because you messed with my shit.” 

Margo giggled. “You two sound like sisters already.” 

Val tilted her head back and screamed. “For the last time. I didn’t 
touch that goddamn picture. For fuck’s sake!” She pressed on the 
accelerator. 

I squinted at her. Could she be telling the truth? But then who else 
did it? Eva or Wen? They had nothing to gain from that, but little Miss 
Perfect? She’d love pushing my buttons. Yeah. My money was definitely 
staying on her. 

Moments later, I felt like an out-of-shape slob climbing from the car 
amongst the fit girls and their toned abs. The town must’ve been big on 
fitness. I couldn’t help picturing the guy from the diner. Heat flushed my 
cheeks immediately. 

I followed the girls up the steps and into the crowded hall, where 
Tandy stopped abruptly with a giggle. 

Val straightened and faced me. “So, neither of us have classes with 
you today. But—” She paused and nodded. “That girl over there, B.K.— 
she’s in your homeroom. Why don’t you go introduce yourself?” 

I blinked at the girl. She was a cutie—African-American with cropped 
curly hair beneath a wide-brimmed black hat, brown doe eyes, and a short 
petite frame. She was wearing torn boyfriend jeans with a jean vest. 

I scoffed. “So, are you dumping me off on someone else? That isn’t 
exactly taking me under your wing,” I reminded Val. 

She tapped me on the arm. “Oh, no, B.K.’s cool. She’s one of us.” 

“Our bestie,” Tandy chimed in. 

I hiked my backpack on my shoulder, glancing in the girl’s direction. 
My locker was next to hers, so I might as well get the awkward greeting 
over with. “Well, PII catch up with you at lunch, then?” I asked Val. Did I 


really care? 
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She tucked her hair behind her ears with a nod. “For sure.” 

I headed for my locker. The girl kept her gaze fixed ahead, struggling 
to remember her combination. I spun my own numbers, and my locker 
door popped open. 

She uttered a low growl, still no luck. Her head whipped my way. 

“B.K., right? Pm Tea—” 

“That is not my name,” she interrupted me, taking a threatening step 
forward. 

My brows dipped, but I immediately understood when I heard the 
laughter coming from behind. Val and her dumb goons had set me up. I 
shouldn’t have been surprised the perfect princesses were bitches in 
disguise. So typical. 

Miss-Forgot-Her-Combination slammed my locker shut and pointed 
in my face. “Call me that again, and Pll break your nose.” 

Yeah. I highly doubted that. But my head cocked in Val’s direction, 
eyes widening in disbelief. Make an enemy on my first day? Wonderful. 

Without another word, the girl spun back to her locker, tried the 
combination again, and this time was a success. When the locker opened, I 
glimpsed a black cat—a stuffed animal—swinging from a noose. 

Val and her friends erupted in laughter, meowing and acting like total 
idiots. So much for goody-two-shoes. I rolled my eyes. 

The girl ignored them as she calmly placed her things in her locker. 

“Aw, what’s the matter?” Tandy called. “Cat got your tongue?” 

Their laughter rose. 


The girl kept quiet, but when her eyes met theirs... if looks could kill. 


My classes went by in a blur because A, I didn’t give a shit about what any 


of my classes were, and B, I could hardly keep my eyelids open. I hadn’t 
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been sleeping well in my new room. The temperature fluctuated all over 
the place. One minute it was freezing, and the next, it was so hot I could 
hardly breathe. I woke up gagging throughout the night. 

Val lied about that girl being in my classes. I checked for her to 
apologize about what'd happened. I figured Pd catch her at lunch, but she 
still was a no-show. She probably ditched. But damn. Why didn’t J think 
of that? 

“Teagan!” Tandy popped up beside me. She looped her arm in mine. 
“Come on. Let’s go meet everybody.” 

I uttered a sickening moan as she dragged me to the popular table. 

Val glanced up with a scowl. “What are you doing?” 

Tandy laughed, tossing her curls. “What? I like her. Plus, everyone 
should know that this is your step-sister, like your mom said,” Tandy 
reminded her. 

“She isn’t my sister,” Val grumbled, picking through her salad. 

I pursed my lips. As much as I wanted to retaliate, I couldn’t because I 
agreed with her. 

“Anyway,” Tandy continued, “there’s Willow, Felix, Theo, and 
Nolan.” 

“Oh—I’m supposed to believe you this time?” I glared around the 
table. My eyes landed on Nolan and the floor tilted beneath me. It was the 
guy from the diner! 

Tandy made a joke about the incident at the lockers, but I didn’t hear 
it. Nolan and I made eye contact, and a slow sexy smile crept to his lips. 

“Everyone meet—* 

Don’t tell him my name. Don’t tell him! 

“Teagan,” Tandy finished. 

Damn. 


Nolan blinked at me. “Teagan? Don’t I know you?” 
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Gosh, he was too sexy. I struggled to keep my gaze away. “I don’t 
think so.” 

“You sure?” He leaned into my view, squinting. “You ever been to a 
place called B-Line Diner?” 

My breaths grew shallow, reminiscing of his touches—gently 
caressing me. 

“I doubt it,” Val cut in. “She just moved here. We haven’t gone there 
yet.” 

I plopped into a seat, ignoring Nolan’s sexy glare. 

“Would you like a root beer?” he asked. 

My neck whipped his way, blood rushing to my cheeks. “Why would 
I want a root beer?” 

He shrugged. “I dunno. You look like a root beer kinda girl. I could 
swing by the vending machine—” 

“My God, no, she doesn’t want a damn root beer,” Val snapped. 

Nolan chuckled, he and I sharing a private glance. 

He didn’t tease me any further. In fact, we totally ignored each other 
throughout lunch. Afterward, we ran into each other in the hall, where he 
tugged me into a corner away from the lockers. 

“Runaway, huh?” 

I snatched away from his grip. “What the hell are you doing here? 
Didn’t you graduate high school like five years ago?” 

“Five years ago?” 

My brow arched, eying his physique. “Yes. Weren’t you locking up 
the restaurant as if you owned it?” 

“Okay, A, I just turned eighteen, I’m capable of working second shift. 
B, my mother owns the diner and she’s short staffed right now. C, if I were 
twenty-three, that'd make you jail bait. You’re hot but not that hot.” 


I rolled my eyes. “Oh—shut up.” 
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“So, why don’t we know each other?” 

“Because as far as I’m concerned, the diner didn’t happen. You’re in 
their circle,” I uttered disgustedly. “I don’t want any of those girls to know 
about that night, you got it?” 

Hurt crossed his face. “You really believe I would tell someone?” 

“I don’t know anything about you, Nolan.” 

“Why don’t we change that?” 

His hand slipped inside mine. The hairs on the back of my neck shot 
up. 

“Let’s start over and—” 

I eased my hand free. “I don’t want to get to know...” My words 
trailed, catching a glimpse of the girl in the black hat ducking out of the 
library. 

So that’s where she was hiding. “Who’s that?” I nodded in her 
direction. 

“Who, Katiana? She goes by Kat.” 

I rolled my eyes. Val and the others were so lame if that’s what the cat 
business was about. I tapped Nolan on his shoulder. “Thanks.” I turned 
away just as he was about to speak. 

“Kat?” I called. 

She glanced at me and scowled. “You again?” 

My hands rose in defense. “That wasn’t my fault. They tricked me into 
calling you that. I’m sorry,” I added, for Kat’s expression dulled by the 
second. But why the hell was I so eager to please her? I didn’t owe her 
anything. Pd turned to leave when she finally spoke. 

“Pd watch out if I were you.” 

Scoffing, I shook my head. “You just don’t stop with the threats, do 
you?” I glared back at her. Her brown eyes were cold, shooting chills down 


my spine. But I refused to show it. 
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She leaned inches from my face. “Boo!” She shouted, slapping the 


wall behind me. 


But I didn’t flinch. Was my apology not enough for this crazy bitch? 


My shoulders squared. “You don’t scare me, Kat.” 


Her dark matte lips spread into a sly grin. “Don’t say I didn’t warn 


” 


you. 


“Why can’t I stay in my own room?” I demanded Friday evening, listening 
as Val and her friends cackled noisily from upstairs. 

“Because it’s your welcoming party,” Wen said. The doorbell rang, 
and he went to answer. 

“Delivery,” Nolan called, holding up a box of cupcakes. “My mom 
made these for the party.” He waved at me. 

I folded my arms. “Well, damn, did someone post an ad in the paper?” 

“Take these upstairs and pretend to have fun,” Wen ordered, holding 
out the box of cupcakes. 

I didn’t budge. “Or what?” 

He sighed. “Teagan, please. Let’s not do this now. The girls really 
wanted this to be a fun evening for you. They’re trying their best to make 
you feel welcomed. The least you could do is be respectful.” 

The girls. I wanted to scoff. That’s all he cared about. What about 
what I wanted? I snatched the box from his grip, teeth clenching as the 
laughter grew louder from above. “It sounds like they’re getting on just 
fine without the guest of honor.” 


“Say,” Wen began, getting an idea. “Nolan, is that position still 
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available at the diner?” 

“Last I remember, yes. Why? Someone looking for a job?” Nolan’s 
eyes darted from Wen to me and back to Wen. 

“As a matter of fact, my daughter is.” 

Nolan smiled at me. “I can certainly put in a good word to my 
mother.” 

Were they seriously discussing this as if I weren’t standing there? Ugh. 
I headed upstairs. Nolan just kept getting worse and worse. Besides, I 
didn’t think Pd ever get over him being in Val’s circle. What did he see in 
them? They were such phony stuck-up snobs. But for all I knew, he could 
be the same way. And to think I slept with him. I shuddered, stomach 
churning. 

“There she is!” Eva cried, seeming to appear out of nowhere. She 
snaked her arm across my shoulders, gawking over the cupcakes while 
easing me toward Val’s room. 

For whatever dumb reason, they thought throwing me a sleepover 
with Val’s friends was a great idea. I hated sleepovers. That was Livvie’s 
thing. Whenever she’d invite all her stupid friends over, they would put 
me out. Not like I wanted to be there anyway. 

Eva knocked and opened Val’s door. I didn’t realize her room was 
that huge. Of course, the princess had a king-sized canopy bed. I rolled my 
eyes. Val, Tandy, and Margo were dressed in silky pajamas eating pizza. 

Eva clicked her tongue. “I hope you guys left some for Teagan.” 

I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I’m not hungry.” 

“Told you. Teagan’s on a hunger strike,” Val cracked. 

Eva stared at me sincerely. “You have to eat something, Tea.” 

I mentally frowned. Since when did we get on nickname terms? 

“Well, Pm sure you don’t want Wen force-feeding you, do you?” Eva 


warned. 
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Damn. If it were up to Wen, he’d throw me in a mental hospital. 
Damn tt. 

I glared at Eva while tearing open the box of cupcakes. I grabbed a 
chocolate one with pink frosting and sprinkles and bit into it. My eyes 
widened as if to say, ‘satisfied?’. 

Eva smiled. “It’s a start. PII leave you ladies to it. If you need anything 
at all, Pm right down the hall. Wen’s working late tonight, so it’s just us 
girls.” She backed into the doorway. “Have fun,” she called before pulling 
the door closed. 

I stood in the center of the room, feeling like I did on my first day of 
kindergarten. Pd been so embarrassed when Mrs. Waters introduced me to 
the class. Not a kid spoke a word to me. I still pictured the scratched 
wooden floor as my eyes bored into it. 

“Well, don’t just stand there with frosting on your face,” Tandy said, 
interrupting my thoughts. “Let’s get this party started!” She swapped my 
bitten cupcake with a slice of pizza and offered me a napkin. 

I quickly wiped my face clean. 

Margo turned up the radio. She and Val gathered the food and drinks 
and headed for the window. 

Where the hell were they going? 

Tandy paused at the ledge, glancing back at me. “Are you coming or 
what?” 

To do what, jump to my death? 

I shrugged. “Whatever.” I got behind her, finding the girls were 
sitting on a sloping roof. 

I lowered beside Val. It was actually a beautiful night. A starry sky, 
warm air. And the pizza was delicious. I devoured the slice in only three 
bites. 


“So—why bring the party out here?” I asked, listening to the rap 
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thumping from the bedroom. 

“Because I’ve got the goodies,” Tandy sang, raising a joint and flask. 

My brows rose, a grin creeping on my face. 

“Oh no,” Val cut in, attempting to rain on my parade. “This one loses 
her shit, remember? Wen warned you not to touch alcohol.” 

“Last your ID read, you can’t touch alcohol neither,” I pointed out. 
“You can’t tattle on me without implicating yourself.” 

Margo laughed. “The girl’s got a point. Come on, give it up.” She 
reached for the flask. 

“Not so fast,” Tandy said leaning away. “You’ve got to earn a sip. 
We're going to play a game.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t play little girl games.” 

“Neither do I,” Tandy said. “The rules are simple—spill a juicy detail 
and earn a shot. Something spicy earns you a hit...” 

I groaned. “This is so stupid.” 

“No—it’s fun,” Tandy corrected. “And I will go first.” She shut her 
eyes, taking a deep breath. “I—so want to fuck Principal Juarez.” 

Her friends gasped in surprise. 

“Ew,” Val choked out, shuddering. “Isn’t he like forty?” 

“So?” Tandy cried. “He looks like Antonio Banderas.” 

I kept my lips sealed but privately agreed. 

“That’s so sip worthy. I never knew you were into grandpas,” Margo 
cracked. 

I chuckled. 

“Well, that isn’t spicy enough,” Val said. 

Tandy shrugged. “Whatever.” She had a long drink before shoving the 
flask at me. “You’re up next.” 

I shifted as the girls leaned in out of curiosity, including Val. Part of 


me was pleased I had their undying attention. And before I knew it, Pd 
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spilled a big secret. 

“I slept with somebody when I first got here.” 

Val sputtered a small laugh. “How? Wen banished you to the 
basement...” 

I nodded. “That’s when I snuck out.” 

“Forget how. I want to know with whom,” Margo cut in. 

“Although I don’t kiss and tell, I will say it was the best sex I ever 
had.” 

Exploding in laughter, Tandy waved her hands. “That earned you a 
sip and a puff.” 

“I don’t believe it,” Val said, folding her arms. 

“And I don’t care.” I made a face at her before downing a long, 
satisfying drink. It was tequila, yum. 

Margo snatched the flask as Tandy handed me the lit joint. “My turn. 
Pm considering breaking up with Felix.” 

Tandy scoffed. “That’s not juicy. We saw that ship sailing long ago.” 

They argued back and forth as I picked my brain to remember which 
dude was Felix. I took a long drag, unable to put my finger on it. All I saw 
was Nolan’s sexy muscles and bedroom eyes. I blew a puff of smoke into 
the air, growing warm and tingly. 

“This game is stupid,” Margo snapped and had a sip anyway. 

“Well, Pm not telling you nosy bitches shit,” Val said and stripped the 
joint from me. 

Tandy rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. Everyone knows you’ve got 
a crush on Theo.” 

“For the last time, it’s not Theo. Besides, why would I want your boy 
toy?” 

“So it 7s someone? Someone we know,” Tandy said. “Like Willow.” 


Blushing, Val ignored her. 
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I couldn’t remember what Willow looked like either. But she indeed 
had Val hot and bothered. 

Val’s eyes flicked my way as if reading my thoughts. She gave me back 
the joint. And that’s what we did—took turns sipping and smoking, eating 
cupcakes quietly, without any more juicy gossip. Until I drunkenly wanted 
to know something that'd been egging me all week. “What does B.K. 
mean?” 

They erupted into giddy laughter. 

“Omigod. B.K.?” Val repeated. “You do the honors, Tandy. After all, 
you created the name.” 

Tandy swerved my way, so amused she couldn’t gather her words. 
“B.K. stands for ‘boyfriend killer.” 

My smile faded. “Boyfriend killer?” 

“Shit—you don’t know?” Margo asked. 

“Well, obviously I don’t, genius,” I sputtered, making them laugh 
again. 

“Okay, okay,” Tandy said. “I started calling Kat B.K. after she killed 
her boyfriend.” 

I frowned. If that were true, shouldn’t Kat be in jail? “How do you 
mean?” 

Val snickered. “Tandy doesn’t really know that.” 

“Sure I do. That bitch is crazy.” 

“She’s not lying,” Margo said, lost in thought. “Kat is into some weird 
shit. Like witchcraft or something.” Margo stared into the distance, lost in 
thought. Or probably just high. 

I mean, witchcraft? Who in the hell would believe that? 

Tandy gripped my arm, startling me. “Ezra used to be our friend. 
When he started dating her, he became a different person. She made him 


paranoid, preaching shit about visions and death.” 
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“Well, how does that make her a killer?” 

“Kat was in the passenger seat when Ezra’s car crashed,” Tandy 
answered. “I strongly believe she had something to do with it. She walked 
away without a scratch, but Ezra...” her voice trailed. 

I licked my trembling lips. “Ezra what?” My voice was faint. 

All three girls stared at me, spooked. 

“He didn’t have a face anymore,” Tandy whispered. 

I gulped. 

“It was horrible,” Val said. “The funeral, I mean. His mom wouldn’t 
stop screaming about what was left of him.” 

Tandy scoffed. “After that, they finally put Kat in the psych ward 
where she belonged. They claim she had some sort of mental break, but I 
know it was the guilt...” She took a long drag from what remained of the 
joint before putting it out. 

“I know she killed Ezra. I don’t know what he ever saw in her 
anyway.” She frowned. 

And why did that sound so familiar? Oh, yeah. I felt the same about 
Nolan and these girls. Yet I sat there mingling, and what? Trying to fit in? 
My stomach curdled. I faked a yawn. “Well, Pm beat. We’re not 

gonna sit out here all night, are we?” I stretched my arms overhead. 

Val yawned, too. “Knowing my mom, she’ll be snooping soon to 
make sure we’re still alive.” 

We went back inside where we lazily sprawled across sleeping bags, 
the radio still going softly. And before I knew it, I'd drifted into a deep 
sleep until Tandy returning shirtless, woke me. I squinted at her, slowly 
pulling myself up, for my head was spinning. 

Tandy turned to me, startled, then uttered a tiny chuckle. “This ts only 
a dream...” She went, in a hypnotizing voice, making me laugh. 


As she tugged her shirt back on, I glimpsed a floral tattoo scrolled 


VHE-PRPERFECT DAYGHTER [3s 


beneath her boobs. “That’s some impressive ink,” I said. 

“Shh!” She raised a finger to her lips. “It’s for special eyes only, if you 
know what I mean.” She flashed a flirty grin. 

Of course, I did. The placing alone screamed intimacy. “Your parents 
don’t even know about it?” My brows shot up. 

She fluffed her hair, voice hushed. “Hell no. My dad would kill me. 
No one knows I have it except a select group that now includes you.” She 
lowered beside me and kissed the corner of my mouth. “Consider yourself 
lucky.” 

“Like the guy from your booty call?” I nodded at the door. 

“Girl,” she corrected me. “Willow missed her invite. So, I had to make 
it up to her.” 

What about Val? I wanted to say, but that was none of my business. 
“Well, you’ve got brass balls, fooling around in somebody else’s house,” I 
said instead. 

“So do you, Miss-One-Night-Fuck. It was Nolan, wasn’t it?” 

My mouth dropped open. “How did you...?” 

“I knew it!” She pointed excitedly but quieted down when Margo 
shifted. “Nolan can’t resist a fresh piece of meat. But hey, he was the best I 
ever had, too.” She stretched her arms lazily. 

I gaped at her. “You—and Nolan?” 

“He’s my ex.” 

I shifted uncomfortably, suddenly feeling self-conscious. Tandy was a 
knock-out goddess. What the hell could Nolan see in me? I started to get 
up. 

“Don’t worry.” She placed a hand on my arm. “Your secret is safe 
with me.” 

Yeah, you and Nolan. I hurried to my feet. “I need to get a drink of 


water.” I quietly slipped out the door, Tandy’s words echoing in my head. 
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A fresh piece of meat... 

Ugh! I so wanted to punch the wall. But why? Nolan wasn’t my 
boyfriend. He didn’t owe me anything. None of it mattered now anyway. 
What’s done is done, and I didn’t ever have to look at him again. 

I scurried down the stairs for the kitchen. Someone sat at the table 
with their face buried in their hands. They were whimpering and sniffling 
like an injured dog. I rolled my eyes, uninterested in being someone’s 
shoulder to cry on. I should’ve gone back up to bed, but my throat was too 
dry. Alcohol always made me thirsty. 

“Don’t mind me. I’m just grabbing some water.” I kept my back 
turned while rummaging through the refrigerator. There were rows of 
green drinks. Yuck. 

Behind me, the whimpers escalated into wretched sobs. I shut the 
fridge and turned to them, unable to stand it any longer. 

“Look—whatever it is, I doubt it’s worth balling your eyes out over. 
So just shut—” I paused and squinted. Who was that? It wasn’t Margo or 
Val. Was it Eva? I struggled to make out their features in the dark. “Eva, are 
you okay?” I stepped forward, shakily reaching for her shoulder. 

But finally, she glanced up, stopping me midair. Pd never seen this 
girl in my life. She wore a thin-strapped, white dress spotted with tiny 
polka dots. Her bloated, discolored body was blue-green. White eyes with 
no pupils beamed up at me, glowering. 

My insides hit the floor. I staggered backward as she lunged after me, 
swollen fingers outstretched. A glass slid off the counter and shattered. We 
dropped to the floor hard, my back slamming into the linoleum. 

“What the fuck?” I cried for she straddled me and lowered her face 
inches from mine. She was soaking wet—clothes, hair, skin, everything 
moist and clammy. Her mouth parted, and black blood oozed from her 


lips, dripping onto my cheek. A high-pitched shrill tore from my throat. 
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But she silenced me by placing a clammy hand over my lips. 

“What is going on down here?” I heard Eva’s voice say. She clicked on 
the light, blinding the hell out of me. I squinted in disbelief because the 
weirdo on top of me was gone! 

Eva gasped. “Teagan, what happened?” 

I sat up, eyes darting everywhere for the girl. I didn’t realize my palms 
had pressed into the broken glass. 

My heart pounded at a dizzying pace. “T-there was someone...” I shut 
my eyes and held a hand to my temple attempting to calm down. Was I 
about to faint? 

Eva squatted beside me. “Oh my God.” She gently took my hand. 
“You're bleeding.” 

I snatched my hand away from her. “No. Listen, there was a girl!” 

“Where?” Eva spun around, searching. 

Wen appeared from his office. “What the hell—?” 

Val, Margo, and Tandy stumbled into each other on the staircase. 

“A girl,” I repeated, my chest rising and falling. 

Wen slid past Eva and headed to the backdoor. He twisted the knob, 
finding it locked. “Well, they couldn’t have gone out here...” he uttered to 
himself. 

“Honey—did you have a bad dream?” Eva asked gently. 

I jumped to my feet, temperature climbing, as Wen glared at me 
accusingly. 

“Or—” He approached me and sniffed. “Have you been drinking?” 

I pointed at him. “No way. I know what I saw,” I yelled. “A girl was 
sitting at that table and crying and being fucking creepy. She attacked me!” 

“Then where is she now?” Wen shouted back and frowned in disgust. 
“I can smell the booze on you. What’d you do? Sneak into the liquor 


cabinet?” 
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Had the weed and tequila made me hallucinate? I swiped my cheek 
and stared at my dry fingers. No black blood. Shit, Teagan. 

I glanced back at the girls on the stairs, watching hesitantly. Tandy 
slowly shook her head, biting on her lip. I focused on Wen and jutted out 
my chin. “Well, you should’ve locked up the liquor cabinet.” 

Eva parted between us, heading toward the staircase. “Okay, ladies. 
The show’s over.” She motioned for the girls to go back upstairs. “And you 
need to let me clean your hand.” She turned on me, reaching. 

I pulled away. “I don’t care about my goddamn hand!” 

Wen shook his head in disbelief. “What the hell is wrong with you, 
Teagan? Olivia was nothing like this at your age. She—” 

My chest puffed. “If Olivia was so goddamn special and obedient, 
then why’d she kill herself?” Instantly, I wished I could suck my words 
back in. That was an absolutely low blow, even for me. But I was tired of 
Wen comparing me to Livvie. He was stuck with me whether he liked it or 
not. Tears stung the back of my eyes. 

Eva shifted uncomfortably. 

Wen’s mouth opened, but he struggled for words. “I—I can’t even 
comment on that, Teagan. Get your hand bandaged and go to your 


fucking room.” 


I tossed and turned endlessly that night with faces fading in and out of my 
mind. Tandy—bragging about Nolan. Eva, concerned about my throbbing 
hand. Wen’s distaste. And last but not least, that hideous bitch who’d 
attacked me. 

Having enough, I tossed the blanket off and sat up, drenched in 
sweat. My shirt clung to my skin. Gross! If I didn’t get to the shower, I 
would die. I swung my feet to the floor and froze. There was water 


everywhere. It was deep enough to cover my ankles. 
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What the hell? I squinted, slowly rising from the bed. Had a pipe 
burst? What was I thinking? Bedrooms didn’t have pipes! My eyes flicked 
to the window. It was shut. Was I losing my fucking mind? 

I had to get Eva. I staggered to the door and grabbed the knob but 
jerked away with a small yelp. The knob was scalding hot. My palm 
burned. What was happening? I slowly turned and faced that ghoulish 
chick from the kitchen, her swollen face inches from mine. My eyes 
narrowed to slits. “Who the hell are you, bit—" 

She gripped the sides of my face and pressed her forehead against 
mine. Her icy grip chilled me to the bone. I peered into her white, 
glowing eyes. Her chin dropped, and dozens of spiders crawled from her 


lips. My hoarse scream cut short. I blacked out. 


“She’s going to be fine...” | heard hushed whispers, voices I didn’t recognize. 

“,..blood alcohol level was elevated...” 

“...traces of marijuana...” 

I opened my eyes a crack. A man in a white coat was speaking to Eva 
and Wen. I was in a hospital. 

“Oh—she’s waking up now,” Eva exclaimed, drawing attention to me. 

Damn. I shifted, groggily trying to pull myself up. 

“No, no,” the doctor warned. “You should rest. You bumped your 
head pretty hard when you hit the floor.” 

“What happened, Teagan?” Eva asked. “We heard you scream and 
found you passed out on the floor.” 

“Why bother asking?” Wen cut in. “The doctor just told us what her 
problem is. She’s doing drugs and drinking and whatever the hell else we 
have yet to discover.” 


Eva gasped. “Is that really all you have to say, Aldwen? Something is 
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bothering her, and if we don’t get to the bottom of it...” 

“Eva, Teagan has always been trouble. This is nothing new,” Wen 
snapped. 

“If I may,” the doctor interrupted them. “Let’s leave Teagan to rest for 
now.” 

My elbow gave out as I plopped back against the pillow. My head 
spun as I drifted in and out. Was Eva suggesting that I was crazy? 

Was I crazy? I shut my eyes, visualizing the psycho bitch who was 
stalking me. My eyelids peeled wide. How best to beat one psycho? Find 


another one. 


4 


I searched for Kat on Monday but couldn’t find her anywhere. Did this 
girl just not attend classes or what? 

My fingertips rapped along my desk during biology. Mrs. Liebert was 
going on and on about genetics and things that were hereditary and blah 
blah blah. My eyes flicked to the clock, particularly to the second hand 
ticking slower than usual. 

“Teagan—” Mrs. Liebert said my name loudly. 

The students squinted around at each other as if to say, “Who?” 


I mentally rolled my eyes. “Yes,” I answered, ignoring the stares on 


“Since you appear to have someplace else to be, why don’t you share 
with us some things you inherited from your parents.” 

What was this? Third grade? I settled against my seat, wanting to 
snicker. Foster care was all Livvie, and I knew. Before Wen and Jess 
‘rescued’ us, we’d had a foster mom named DeDe. I’d referred to her as 
granny because she had gray hair. DeDe was decent. But she’d fostered so 
many kids at one point that she couldn’t remember who was who. And 
when one of the foster kids was burned trying to prepare their own 


dinner, we were taken away from DeDe. 
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“Well...” Mrs. Liebert blinked at me. 

Pd never thought about my real parents until now. I didn’t know why 
they’d put us up for adoption. And I really didn’t care. 

I shrugged. “Hell, if I know. My parents didn’t want me.” 

Mrs. Liebert frowned, waiting for me to go on. 

“Pm adopted.” Dumb ass. 

Mrs. Liebert's eyes widened as she straightened. “Oh.” A hand went 
up to her chest. “My apologies. I-I didn’t know.” 

My head lowered in fake sorrow. “May I please be excused for the 
restroom?” 

“Sure,” she chirped. 

I kept my gaze on the floor as I made my way toward the door. Out in 
the hall, a sly grin spread across my face. What a sucker. I so thought about 
skipping. But where the hell would I go? Then again, did it matter? 
Anywhere would be better than that draining suck fest. I'd started for the 
exit doors when I heard Principal Juarez’s voice, laughing flirtatiously. 

“You are something else,” he said softly. 

A girl said something back, her voice calm, too. They were in the 
empty computer room. As the door opened, I backed against the lockers 
out of sight. 

“I will see what I can do about that,” Principal Juarez said. 

I peeked around the corner at Tandy flipping her hair in full seductive 
mode. She tapped Principal Juarez on the tip of his nose. 

“Don’t let me down.” She turned and strutted down the hall with 
Principal Juarez’s eyes on her ass like a total creep. 

I pressed my back against the lockers as she passed. My eyes darted 
about in confusion. What the hell was that about? At the sound of 
Principal Juarez’s footsteps, I ducked into the girl’s room. 


“Shit!” Kat jumped, startled. She was perched on the window sill, 
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blowing cigarette smoke out the window, but she’d dropped the cigarette 
after I burst inside. 

“That was my /ast one. You really have to piss that bad?” 

“Kat! I’ve been looking all over for you!” I exclaimed, grabbing her by 
the arms. “You have to help me...” 

Kat frowned in disgust. “I...don’t have to do a goddamn thing. But 
you...” She snatched away from me. “...can take your fucking hands off of 
me.” 

I glared at her. “What did you mean the other day?” 

Kat folded her arms. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Oh—don’t shit me like I’m crazy, Kat. You threatened and warned 
me. And now I’m seeing things. Someone is attacking me at night. When 
the lights come on, she isn’t there. Is it you? Are you fucking with me?” 

Kat’s frown deepened with every word before she burst into a throaty 
laugh. “What am I? Some sort of voodoo priestess? You think I have a 
mini-doll of you with pins and shit?” 

I felt too sheepish to speak. “Well, Tandy had said...” 

Her eyes flashed. “What? Tandy said what?” 

I shrugged. “Just that you may have knowledge of the paranormal or 
something. I don’t really know. But I was hoping you could tell me.” 

“Tandy doesn’t know what she’s talking about.” She turned to go, but 
I caught her wrist. 

“Kat, please...” 


She calmly pried my fingers from her. “Stay away from me.” 


“What the hell happened to you the other night?” Tandy asked several 
minutes later at lunch. 
Pd been resting my chin in my palm when she, Val, and Margo 


appeared at my table. What the hell were you and Principal Juarez doing? I 
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should’ve asked, except I knew how to mind my own business. 

Margo plopped beside me. “We thought you were dead.” 

“Or crazy,” Val chirped. “It sounded like you were describing a ghost 
or something.” 

I caught Kat perking up a few tables over at our conversation. 

Tandy took my hand. “Or were you having some sort of lesbi 
fantasy?” 

I shuddered. With the bitch from hell? Not in a million years. But 
what could I make of all that? Was it just a dream? If so, why was it the 
same girl? Who was she? 

The girls were laughing about something else when I gave up and 
dropped the questions. Racking my brain was getting me nowhere. 

“I so thought you were gonna tell on us, though,” Tandy said. “About 
the goodies, I mean,” she whispered. 

Val scoffed. “If it were me, I would’ve.” 

“Well, unlike you, Pm not a snitch,” I said. 

Margo bumped arms with me. “You’ve earned some serious brownie 
points, girl.” 

Tandy nodded. 

“Well, I still don’t like you,” Val said. We glared at each other, 
amused smiles frozen on our faces. 

“And I can’t stand you,” I said. “Anyway, Wen grounded me, so.” 

“Well, he’s gonna have to unground you, because you are so coming 
to my birthday this weekend,” Tandy declared. 

“Of course, we can’t miss your big day,” Willow appeared at our table. 
“Mwah!” She and Tandy smacked loudly. 

Val shifted, cheeks flushing with color. 

But I understood it. Willow was gorgeous. Short, curly blond hair. 


Green eyes. A heart-shaped pouty mouth. She batted her lashes at me 
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flirtatiously. 

“What have you been up to, new girl?” she asked me. 

“Freaking the hell out,” Val cut in, making the others laugh. 

I ran a hand through my hair nervously. I guess I deserved that, 
considering I had a meltdown twice in front of everybody. If something 
else like that happened, Wen would never let me see the light of day. 

My eyes flicked to Kat, who’d surprisingly been eying me as well. It 
was dumb of me to consider asking her anything. But after school let out, 
Kat caught me in the hall. She stopped in front of me and folded her arms. 
We stared at each other in silence for a beat. 

Kat cleared her throat nervously. “So—I overheard you at lunch, 
saying something about a ghost?” 

I licked my lips. “Yeah?” 

She fidgeted with the strap of her backpack. “Do you believe in 
ghosts?” 

“I—” I paused then added, “—honestly don’t know what to believe. 
But some weird shit zs happening.” 

Kat nodded thoughtfully. “My aunt might be able to shed some light 
on it. She’s like a spiritual healer, but she knows about ghosts and stuff. I 
can call her and see if she’d meet you.” 

“Thank you!” I sputtered, grabbing her hand. I didn’t mean to sound 
so eager, but I was desperate. 

Kat eyed me wearily. “Well, let’s not celebrate just yet.” She frowned. 

I pulled away, gathering myself. 

She took out her cell and headed for the bathroom for privacy. 

“Hey, Teagan!” Val called. She was with Tandy and Margo, of course. 

“Were going for a bite to eat. Want to come?” 

I could hardly believe my ears. Val was genuinely inviting me to hang 


out. But before I could reply, Kat returned. 
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“All set. Ready to go?” 

Tandy spun to Kat in disgust. “Have you lost your mind again?” She 
stepped inches from Kat’s face. “No one here wants to do anything with a 
sick and twisted killer like you.” She shoved her. 

“Hey, stop!” I jumped between them, just as Kat moved to retaliate. 
“There’s no need for all that, all right?” 

Kat remained silent, gritting her teeth. All the while, her death gaze 
never left Tandy. 

Tandy crossed her arms defiantly. 

“Anyway, I’m gonna have to catch you guys later. Kat and I sorta do 
have a thing,” I said, ignoring the confused look on the girls’ faces. I gave 
Kat’s arm a tug. “Let’s go.” 

Tandy’s fists were balled, ready to take a swing at Kat. But Kat turned 
on her heel and stormed through the double doors so quickly, I had to 
hurry to keep up with her. 

She stopped at her car and kicked the siding. “I hate that bitch!” 

I frowned. “And taking it out on your car does what?” 

It didn’t make any sense. Kat seemed like she could handle herself. 
Why did she let Tandy get to her? 

She hopped behind the wheel. “Get in the car, or the whole thing’s 
off.” 

I sighed, getting around to the passenger side. We’d been riding in 
silence for over ten minutes when Kat finally spoke. 

“Tandy and I used to be best friends when we were little.” She cut an 
eye at me. “Can you believe that?” 

I released a whoosh of air. “Well, what the hell happened?” 

Kat scoffed. “Puberty. Popularity. Take your pick. As soon as we 
reached high school, she became a bitch. She started ghosting me in the 


halls. Forgetting my invites to parties.” She shifted. “I still don’t know why 
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she hates me.” 

I glanced at Kat, but my eyes flicked back to the view beyond the 
windshield. “Could it be because of Ezra?” 

Kat clutched the wheel even tighter and glared at me. “Let me guess. 
Tandy fed you that ‘I killed him’ bullshit?” 

“I know it isn’t true. Otherwise, you would be in jail, am I right?” 

Kat was silent a beat, tapping her thumbs on the steering wheel. “You 
guys don’t know a damn thing,” she grumbled bitterly. 

“So, tell me then.” 

“I don’t have to tell you shit,” she spat. 

I slowly nodded. “No, you don’t. Yet here we are, together. Why the 
sudden change of heart?” 

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 

“Do you see ghosts, too?” 

“Not ghosts. Deaths.” 

My expression twisted. “Like premonitions or something?” 

She nodded. “My grandma called it ‘seeing.’ She said her 
grandmother was a seer, too.” 

“Seer?” 

She sighed. “When I was twelve, I “dreamed,” she made air quotes, 
“that my cat ran into the street and died. When Puff was run over the next 
morning, it was like déja vu. But then there was the dream of my uncle 
falling from his office window. And he did.” 

I gasped. Had Kat seen Ezra’s death? 

“What?” She caught my surprise. 

“And Ezra...?” 

The color drained from her face as she mentally shut down. “I messed 
up,” she said, squeezing the steering wheel as if her life depended on it. 


Her knee bounced as she chewed on her lower lip. 
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I gently gripped her shoulder, hoping to break her from the awful 
memory. “You don’t have to talk about it,” I said. 

Her dark eyes glared at me coldly. “I’m not supposed to. Doctor’s 
orders.” 

Tandy did mention Kat was in an institute. I couldn’t imagine it. 
Having this ability with no one on her side. Everyone assuming that she 
was crazy. I refused to let that happen to me. 

“Do you really think your aunt can help me?” I said, changing the 
subject. 

She shrugged. “You never know.” 

Shortly, we pulled over across the street from a tiny, pebbled cottage 
with a beautiful garden out front. It was like something from the fairy tale 
books Livvie loved when we were little. 

We got to the door, where a woman answered before we could even 
knock. She was beautiful, youthful even, with long braids beneath a silky 
turquoise scarf. She wore a fuchsia top with a gold sequined skirt that 
came to her bare feet. 

She quietly waved us in as if she’d been expecting us. We stepped 
inside the warm and cozy house that smelled woodsy with incense smoke. 

I glimpsed a piece of art on the wall. It was a tree made of some sort 
of metal with a multicolored finish. The metal branches intertwined 
beautifully. 

“Wow,” I uttered. 

Gladys smiled. “Kat and I did that one together,” she said. 

I blinked at Kat in disbelief, having no clue. 

Gladys clasped her hands together. “So, I understand you’re possibly 
experiencing a haunting. I want to try a séance to reach out to this spirit 
just to understand if it's violent, or a lost soul, or just who it is even. Is this 


okay?” 
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I nodded. “Yes, of course. I want to know all the above.” 

“Great.” Gladys motioned to the dining room. “Please, let’s gather 
round and take a seat. Katiana is going to act as our medium since she is 
special.” She gently touched Kat’s cheek. 

Kat and I sat beside each other. 

Gladys placed a bowl of grapes on the table. “Our little peace 
offering,” she explained. She then lit a thick, red candle which she placed 
beside the bowl. 

Gladys sat across from us, motioning to join hands. Her voice was 
calm and steady. “Let’s focus on the spirit. Call it from deep within.” She 
shut her eyes. 

I did too, and immediately saw the ghost’s grotesque, sickening face. 
Those glowing eyes and the black ooze dripping from her lips. I shifted 
uncomfortably. 

Gladys squeezed my hand. “Relax. Just breathe...” She inhaled 
sharply, coaching us to follow suit. 

When our breaths were in sync, I felt a calmness spreading like a 
warm blanket from my head to my toes. 

“Repeat after me,” Gladys said. “O, spirit of the dead, we call on you 
to commune with us...” 

Kat and I repeated her words, our voices flat. 

“Move among us and give us a sign...” 

“...move among us and give us a sign...” 

We were silent a beat, listening, waiting, our hearts thumping 
anxiously. 

“Spirit, tell us who you are, your desires...” 

I faintly peeked at the candle, at its flame flickering swiftly. But all 
was silent. 


Kat gasped, dropping my hand. “Your nose is bleeding,” she told me. 
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Dots of blood specked the cream table cloth beneath me. My hand 
shot up to my face. 

“Here, hold your head back,” Gladys coached. She gave me a cloth 
napkin to clean myself up. “We were unable to make contact, but this 
entity has clearly latched on to you.” 

“So, what should she do now?” Kat asked. Her brows furrowed in 
deep concern. 

“Most ghosts want their stories told. Pm quite sure this one wants the 
same. For you to discover what’s happened to them.” 

I rolled my eyes, keeping the cloth to my nose. “I can’t do that if they 
kill me.” 

“I have something for that,” Gladys said, rummaging through a 
drawer. She produced a necklace—a string with a tiny brown pouch on 
the end. 

“For ages, the Native Americans used white sage to ward off negative 
energy. It cleanses, purifies, and protects,” she said, shoving a bundle of 
what looked like paper wrapped around sticks inside the pouch. She then 
placed it over my head. 

“Keep this with you. You will still encounter the ghost, but she won’t 
attack you. Ask their name, and hopefully, your quest can begin from 
there.” 

“Well, that was a bust,” Kat grumbled a short while later. 

“Maybe not...” I said, gripping the satchel. Its potent fragrance would 
take some getting used to. But I couldn’t complain. 

“If sage can really ward off evil, then...” My words caught in my 
throat. Literally. I coughed and gagged, my stomach retching. 

“Are you okay? Do you need some water?” I heard Kat asking through 
my ringing ears. 


But I couldn’t answer her. Through watery eyes, I looked on, horrified 
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as something slipped from my mouth. I shakily tugged it from my lips. It 
was the gold chain of a necklace. 

Kat and I jolted forward as she zipped the car to the curb. “How the 
hell—” She stopped herself in disbelief. 

I swiped my tears from my face with the back of my hand. I tried to 
speak, but my throat was too rough and hoarse. I just shook my head 
instead, raising the necklace for us both to see. It was a locket. 

Kat took it to examine it. “Fuck,” she hissed upon seeing the picture. 
“This is Abigail Tyler.” She blinked at me wide-eyed. 

But I was baffled. I just coughed up a goddamn necklace. I mean, 
what the fuck? Kat was going on and on about who this Abigail person 
was. But... seriously? I squinted at her. 

She paused. “Are you okay?” 

“Uh—obviously not! I just—” 

She handed me a half bottle of water. “Try to take it easy. Drink this.” 

I guzzled the warm liquid in two gulps. After a minute, I turned to 
Kat. “Who is Abigail Tyler?” 

“She disappeared several months ago,” Kat answered. “I guess now we 
know what happened to her.” 

“But do we?” I spun to face Kat. Ouch. I tentatively rubbed my neck. 
My throat was on fire. 

“There are way too many questions. How did Abigail die? Where’s her 
body? What were her last moments? Why the hell is she haunting me? We 
can’t just let this go. We have to find out what happened to her. Where are 
her parents? What if—” 

Kat raised a hand. “All right, stop. We can’t do anything more today. I 
have to get home.” 

“But you heard what Gladys said. We’ve gotta understand what the 


ghost wants.” 
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“It’s not all gonna happen in a day, though,” Kat exclaimed, voice 
rising an octave. “You’ve got your pouch to protect you. Let’s just go home 
for now, and we'll discuss the rest later.” 

I sighed, though she had a point. We should be rational instead of 
wandering around with our heads chopped off. 

“All right?” Kat came into view. 

I nodded. “Sure. Thanks for everything, Kat.” 

She shrugged nonchalantly, but Kat totally didn’t have to help me. 
Especially not after I’d misjudged her. I grabbed her in a quick, tight 
embrace. 

She glared at me when I pulled away. “Could you give me a warning 
next time?” 

I laughed, settling against the seat. “Whatever you say.” 

Several minutes later, I went walking through my front door. I heard 
Wen and Eva shuffling around in the kitchen, giggling, dishes clanking as 
they prepared dinner. 

Rolling my eyes, I'd started for the stairs when Wen appeared. 

“Where have you been?” 

Choking up the necklace of a dead girl. I turned to Wen. “Out. With a 
friend,” I added, for he kept glaring. 

“So—being out, with a friend, was more important than your 
responsibilities?” 

“What are you talking about now?” 

“Your job interview at the diner. I heard you never showed up.” 

I gasped. Pd forgotten all about that! Damn it. I blinked and turned 
away from Wen sheepishly. 

“If you think you’re getting out of what you owe Mr. Zimmerman, 
you have another thing coming, Teagan.” 


“Just get off my back already! I forgot. It’s not the end of the world,” I 
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grumbled, starting for the stairs. 

“You are not excused, young lady. Your lack of respect for other 
people is going to end right this moment.” 

Lack of respect? I frowned. What? 

Eva appeared at Wen’s side. “The job offer still stands. We can just...” 
She squinted. “Are you all right? You look as if you’ve been crying.” 

I shifted. 

“Or she’s been drinking again,” Wen accused. “I will be damned if I 
let you throw your life down the drain like Jess did.” 

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Eva said. “Are you okay?” She looked 
at me sincerely. 

But I was so done with their shit. Eva and Wen were acting like 
detectives on a crime show playing good cop and bad cop, and I was sick 
of it. 

“Don’t you dare talk about Jess that way. She was grieving.” My voice 
broke. But I couldn’t shake the ache forming in my throat. “That’s more 
than I can say for you. When Livvie died, you just packed up and moved 
on with your life.” I glared at Eva, who shifted uncomfortably. 

Wen pointed at me with hatred in his eyes. “I refuse to listen to you 
and Jess using Olivia’s tragedy as the cause of your fuck ups.” 

I shook my head. He was unbelievable. I turned and rushed up the 
stairs, colliding with Val. 

“Move,” she snapped. 

I let her pass. 

“Wait—” Eva stopped her at the door. “Val and the girls are going by 
the strip mall. Do you want to check that out, Teagan?” 

“No!” Val spun to her heatedly. “Teagan’s got her own friends,” she 
hissed nastily. “Stop pushing her off on me.” 

And before Eva could reply, Val slipped out the door. 
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“Val’s right. Stop trying to force me to be something I’m not.” I 
turned and stomped up to my room, but Eva was right on my tail. 

“Teagan—?” 

“What?” 

She gestured for us to enter my room, where she sat on the bed and 
tugged me down beside her. 

“I know you believe I couldn’t possibly understand what you’re going 
through,” she began. 

I sighed deeply. “Eva, please—spare me.” 

“No—hear me out. I know all about moving to a new place and 
struggling to settle in. My mother and I came from Columbia. She worked 
her ass off to get me in college, taking jobs as a housekeeper, cook, 
caretaker...” She counted on her fingers. “You name it. My mother 
worked for my classmates’ parents. And not a day went by where they 
didn’t remind me of it. Taunting me for being the daughter of the help. 
But do you know what I did?” 

I shook my head. 

She took my hands in hers. “I succeeded. I made my mother proud by 
not letting her hard work go to waste. I know that Wen may seem like a 
jackass right now...” She made me laugh. “But honey, he’s only trying to 
help you see your true potential. It’s not about fitting in but discovering 
your capabilities, which you wouldn’t know unless you’ve tried. So before 
giving up, just try. Don’t do it for Wen, or not me even. But do it for 
yourself. Trust me, you won’t ever regret it.” 

I shrugged. “We’ll see.” 

She studied me. “Are you sure you haven’t been crying?” 

I nodded. 

“You can come to me about anything. I really mean it.” She cupped 


my chin. “Oh, that’s pretty,” she complimented, carefully touching the 
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pouch around my neck. “It looks special.” 
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My heart slid into my stomach as I peeked around the room hoping it 


was special enough to do its job. 


“Mother fucker,” I hissed, slapping on the cash register keys. Pd been 
trying to get the stupid drawer open for the past several minutes. That 
weekend, Eva and I went back to B-Line Diner to see if the position was 
still up for grabs. 

Clara, Nolan’s mom and owner of the B-Line Diner, hired me upon 
greeting me. For whatever reason, she thought Pd be a perfect fit. My job 
was waiting tables, checking out customers, and sometimes washing 
dishes. 

Simple right? Not. I literally had the customers from hell my first day. 
B-Line was hosting a six-year-old’s birthday party. There were at least a 
dozen of the little, bratty snot-nosed monsters getting under my skin— 
running around, tossing their food, and spilling their drinks. One kid even 
puked all over my shoes. 

Now, a customer waited impatiently for their change, but I didn’t 
remember how to open the goddamn register. 

“Open up, you stupid drawer!” I slapped the side of it. 

Nolan, seeming to appear out of nowhere, cleared his throat. “Let 
me,” he parted between me and the register just as I was preparing to toss 


the machine out the window. 
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I peered over his shoulder as he pressed one button, and the drawer 
popped open. He and the customer exchanged pleasantries, and after 
giving me the evil eye, the customer left. 

Nolan turned to me with a wide grin. “Is there a reason you didn’t ask 
me for help?” 

I pressed my lips together and started for the kitchen. “I don’t need 
anything from you,” I called over my shoulder. But Nolan was right on my 
heels. 

“What are you doing when your shift is over?” 

“None of your business,” I hissed. My eyes flicked to the clock. 
Actually, Kat and I were going to find Abigail’s former boyfriend, Kyle. 
Apparently, he’d been the prime suspect in her disappearance. The last 
anyone saw Abigail, she and Kyle were fighting. He’d slapped her hard in 
front of dozens of witnesses. I didn’t know what we would talk to Kyle 
about, but Kat figured it’d be a good start. 

Nolan blinked at me, hurt appearing on his face. “Am I... missing 
something? What’s your problem with me?” 

Did I even know anymore? Besides, why did he care what I thought? 

“You shouldn’t sound so needy. It’s not a good look on you.” I turned 
and began loading up the dishwasher. 

He crossed his arms while leaning against the counter. The counter 
we'd had sex on. 

My face flushed. I shifted to mask it, but Nolan had already caught 
on. 

He waved the end of his shirt. “Isn’t it getting warm in here?” 

I caught a glimpse of those perfect abs, reminiscing of when my 
fingers trailed the ridges. I chewed on the inside of my jaw. It took 
everything in my power not to climb on him. 


The dishwasher beeped and scared the hell out of me. 
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Nolan’s brow dipped in concern. “Are you all right? You seem on 
edge.” 

“And you seem even nosier than the day we first met.” I rolled my 
eyes. 

He stopped in front of me. Nolan was short, about an inch taller than 
me. It made him adorable as hell, with those big, brown, puppy dog eyes. 

His lazy gaze surveyed my face, particularly my lips. Part of me hoped 
he’d just go for it already. But he didn’t. He instead brushed a few strands 
of hair from my wet forehead. I’d been wearing a hairnet, but my dark 
curls went wiry in humid conditions. 

“You can always confide in me, you know,” he said sincerely. 

Do you know how to get rid of a ghost? I wanted to ask, mentally 
chuckling. But even if I did need help, Nolan would be the last guy on 
earth Pd ask. 

“Whatever you say, dude,” I muttered. I went out to the dining area, 
where Kat stood at the counter. What was she doing here? We weren’t 
supposed to meet for another few hours. 

“Hey. We’re gonna have to leave now. My sister wants the car tonight. 
So...” She lowered her voice. “We need to see Abigail’s dad first.” 

“Hey, Kat. Can I get you anything?” Nolan said, coming to my side. 

I took off my apron and handed it to him. “You can cover the rest of 
my shift.” 

“Are you kidding me? You’re really gonna bail on your first day?” 

I flashed him my sweetest smile. “You just told me I could confide in 
you,” I challenged. “Well, I need you to do this for me.” 

“But—” 

“Thanks,” I said, hurrying after Kat. I laughed once in the passenger 
seat. Nolan was such a sucker. 


Kat dropped behind the wheel. “I put the directions in the glove 
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compartment,” she said, pointing in front of me. 

I popped it open and staring back at me was a gorgeous Asian guy— 
neck-length, wavy, dark hair, broad-shouldered and muscular—what was 
with this town and muscles?—and a smile that could melt your heart. It 
had to be Ezra. 

“Wow,” I whispered. 

Kat reached over, grabbed the scribbled sheet of paper, and slammed 
the glove compartment shut, barely missing my fingers. 

“Tm sorry. Ezra is—was—hot.” 

Kat, jaw set, started up the car and zipped from the curb. After 
several minutes of silence, she spoke. “I warned Ezra every chance I got to 
be a safe driver. I made sure I drove after parties where he drank. But that 
night—we’d been fighting, and I was so pissed that my safety precautions 
slipped my mind.” She swallowed, eyes clouding. “I jumped into the 
passenger seat only to yell at him some more. I was such a bitch,” she 
added in a whisper, laughing bitterly. 

She had no idea how much I could relate, but I didn’t have it in me to 
speak about it right then. 

“What’s your story, huh?” she suddenly demanded, as if reading my 
mind. “Why are you here?” 

I turned toward the window, watching the trees and buildings going 
by in a whir. I pictured my life before—Jess, locked in her bedroom, 
passed out, and me basically doing whatever I wanted. No boundaries. No 
Wen. 

I gulped. “After my sister died, my mom, well, adopted mom, started 
self-medicating with oxy.” I shrugged. “I did something stupid and yeah— 
ended up here. My fresh new start,” I said in a sigh. 

Kat cut an eye at me, keeping silent. 


I shifted, something coming to mind. “Why do you believe in ghosts? 
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I mean, you’ve never seen...” My words trailed. I wanted to say Ezra, but... 

She slowly nodded. “You mean because your sister has never 
contacted you,” she shot back. 

My throat tightened. As much as I didn’t want to think about it, it 
was true. If ghosts were real, well, obviously with this ghoulish girl on my 
back, how come Livvie never reached out to me? Did she just hate me that 
much, even in the afterlife? 

Tapping her thumbs on the steering wheel, Kat finally spoke. “I 
believe that maybe all ghosts don’t go into the light as they say. I think that 
some souls with unfinished business roam the earth searching for someone 
to help them carry out their final deeds.” She shrugged. “Ezra left 
suddenly, so maybe he didn’t need anything.” Her eyes flicked to me. 
“What of your sister?” 

I pictured Livvie on the day she... My breath caught, unable to bear 
the thought. 

Kat nodded as if getting her answer. “Anyway, I think we better focus 
on what Abigail wants. Have you had any more encounters with her? Since 
you've gotten the sage and all...” 

I shook my head. Surprisingly, I hadn’t, although my nights were 
quite restless. I still wasn’t sleeping well, tossing and turning from the 
temperature changes. And then that stinking stench had come back. But 
not Abigail. Or did I speak too soon? I shifted at the tiny spider crawling 
across the dashboard. 

“According to these directions, there should be a slight turn up 
here...” Kat murmured, suddenly swerving the car to the left. 

We eased down a bumpy dirt road. The pointed roof of a shabby 
church loomed ahead. Pd read that Abigail’s dad was a church leader. 

I squinted out the windshield, pointing. “Look at that.” A flock of 


birds flew in circles—dozens of them. 
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Kat shut off the engine. “What the hell?” she half-whispered. 
“Tt’s like that Alfred Hitchcock movie,” I cracked. 
Kat shuddered. “I sure as hell hope not. I’m petrified of birds with 


1? 


their beaks and beady eyes and talons!” She clamped an icy hand on the 
back of my neck, making me squeal. 

I tore away from her, breaking into a laugh. “You’re an asshole.” I 
shoved her. We laughed some more while climbing out of the car. 

As we tentatively eased down the walkway, our laughter quieted, for 
the birds were hovering lower than we’d expected. Their caws echoed off 
each other as their thick, black wings flapped. 

Were they ravens? 

“Shit! We have to run!” Kat screamed, tugging my arm as she took 
off, practically dragging me with her. 

“Kat—calm down. You're getting hysteric—ah!” I screamed, falling 
from her grasp. My knees hit the ground so hard I could’ve sworn I busted 
a knee cap. 

Fuck! My brain shouted, but it was Kat who actually screeched her 
head off. She was going mad, staggering and flailing her arms. 

“Shoo!” she hissed. “Go away! Go away!” The birds hovered over her 
pecking like vultures on prey. One bird pecked her shoulder and tore her 
collar. Kat screamed, high pitched and shrill. 

“Jesus, Kat—just run!” I shouted, climbing to my feet. But the blast of 
a shotgun dropped me back onto my knees. Goddamn it! I grimaced while 
ducking. 

Kat instantly shut the hell up and plopped on her belly. She kept still, 
but I saw her back rising and falling in panic. That blast had been 
frightening. Where had it come from? Was someone shooting at us? 

“Are you girls all right?” a male voice called. Then suddenly, he 


appeared over me with an outstretched hand and a long shotgun in his 
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other. He wore solid black—black pants and a black shirt with a white 
clerical collar. He blinked at me with dark menacing eyes beneath bushy 
salt and pepper brows. 

I shakily took his hand as he helped me to my feet. My right knee 
throbbed like hell. It was a scraped, bloody mess poking through my cut 
out jeans. 

The man gestured to his gun. “This always does the trick. Those birds 
can be quite vicious around here.” 

As loud as that gunshot was, it should’ve scared away every animal in 
town! Couldn’t he warn us first? I looked away from him in distaste. Kat 
was in shock. She kept her hands near her head, frozen. 

“Kat?” I croaked. My mouth was dry as if it were full of sand. I 
staggered to her. “It’s all right. He was just scaring the birds away.” I 
carefully took her hand. “Come on. You’re okay.” I gave her a tug. 

Her head shook while whimpering. “I’ve never been that close to a 
gun before,” she whispered. 

I blinked back at the man. “Father Kent?” 

“Yes. May I help—” He paused midsentence and winced, gesturing to 


my knee. “That looks nasty. Why don’t you girls come inside?” 


Kat’s body was stiff as she sat next to me on a pew several minutes later. 
Father Kent had disappeared but returned with a first aid kit and two 
bottles of water. 

I kept my leg outstretched because it hurt like shit to bend my knee. I 
gritted my teeth, wanting to slap myself for swearing inside a church. Nice 
one, Teagan. 

Father Kent opened a gauze packet and gently pressed it on my 


scraped knee. 
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“Fu—” I cut myself and pressed my lips together instead. 

Kat frowned at me, eyes flicking to Father Kent and back to me. She 
gripped my hand. 

My eyes squeezed shut as I clutched her grip tighter. 

“There, there. You’re going to be just fine,” Father Kent said, patching 
me up with a band-aid. “How can I help you, ladies?” 

Kat licked her trembling lips. “We—uh—” 

“We were wondering if there was any news about your daughter’s 
case,” I blurted. 

“Abigail?” He whispered her name, shaking his head. “It’s been 
months. I haven’t heard a word. Why?” He shifted to me quickly. “Do you 
two know something?” 

“Actually, sir, we’re writing a school paper on missing teenagers,” Kat 
chimed in, totally improvising. 

I nodded. “Yeah, in hopes of keeping their memory alive. We really 
wanted to include your daughter.” 

Father Kent’s gaze fixed ahead, detached. 

“Were so sorry. It must be difficult to speak about Abigail,” Kat said 
sympathetically. “But you see, we’re not from Crooked Pines. We wanted 
to hear straight from you about what Abigail was like, the last you saw her, 
and what you believe happened to her.” 

Father Kent rested against his seat, a slow smile creeping to his face. 
“Abigail was sweet. Raising you girls without a mom can be difficult, but 
Abigail was no trouble at all.” 

The town of perfect goody-two-shoes. I couldn’t help it. 

“The last time I saw Abigail, she kissed me goodbye for some party. 

She looked like an angel, too, in a white summer dress.” 

I whipped to him. “With tiny blue spots?” 

“Yes.” He nodded. “Like polka dots.” 


64|NIKI KEITH 


Kat’s browed dipped at me in confusion. But I knew that’s what 
Abigail was wearing when she attacked me, both times. She must’ve died 
wearing that dress. 

Father Kent sighed. “I believe that punk Kyle did something to my 
daughter. I never liked them together. He was jealous, controlling, and a 
horrible influence.” 

Kat and I cut an eye at each other. 

“But what did the police say?” Kat asked. 

He shrugged. “Anybody’s a suspect. Even me.” 

Kat stiffened beside me. 

“Why?” I blurted out. 

Father Kent scratched through his peppered hair. “Just the necessary 
precaution, I take it. I haven’t done anything for them to be concerned 
about. Abigail and I were happy. She wouldn’t have run away from home, 


away from her friends. She loved it here.” 


“Father Kent is a lying son of a bitch,” Kyle said barely a half-hour later. 
The slightly chubby guy paced in front of us, anxiously sucking on a 
cigarette. 

We'd caught up with Kyle on his job at a small corner café. Upon 
hearing us asking about Abigail, he quickly ushered Kat and me outside. 

“I did nothing to that girl!” he’d snapped, pointing at us and 
scowling. Once we’d convinced him we weren’t there to accuse him, he 

calmed down. A little. 

We'd just finished telling him what we’d heard from Father Kent and 
wanted to listen to his version. 

“Abigail hated being the daughter of a pastor,” Kyle said. “He was the 


controlling one. She could never do anything right in his eyes.” 
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Instantly I pictured Wen. But could Kyle be telling the truth? I mean, 

Abigail was a teenager. It was natural for she and Father Kent to butt 
heads sometimes. 

“How come people saw you and Abigail fighting?” Kat demanded. 

Kyle’s shoulders sagged in defeat as he had a long drag. He exhaled 
away from us. “That’s something I will regret for the rest of my life. I 
shouldn’t have hit her, especially not in front of the entire party. I feel like 
I’ve been under a microscope ever since.” 

“So, tell me,” I said. “If Abigail was so sweet and innocent—” 

Kyle interrupted me with a scoff. “Innocent?” He tilted forward to be 
sure he was hearing right. “Abigail was a bitch. We were fighting that 
night because I found out she was cheating on me.” 

“Oh—” Kat uttered in surprise. 

“I tried to tell the cops that. Abigail got herself a sugar daddy.” 

Say what? My eyes widened in disbelief. 

“Just how do you know that?” Kat asked. 

Kyle uttered a bitter laugh. “You girls think you’re so sneaky. Abigail 
couldn’t hide things from me. I saw the expensive jewelry. No teenage guy 
around these parts could afford shit like that. And that locket she got ‘out 
of the blue,” he rolled his eyes, “had that dumb bastard’s initials engraved 
on it. If anything, Abigail ran off with him and is someplace laughing her 
ass off, because she finally did it. She finally got from under the pastor’s 
thumb.” 

Kat rummaged through the glove department a few moments later. “I 
know it’s in here somewhere,” she murmured, tearing the dashboard apart 
searching for the locket. “Bingo.” She held the gold chain up at eye level. 

We both leaned in to inspect it. And there it was, engraved on the 
back of the locket—A,J. & A.T. 

“We know that’s Abigail’s initials, but who is A.J.2” Kat asked. “Better 
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yet, how the hell did we miss this?” 

I scoffed. “How do you think? The necklace came from my goddamn 
esophagus! That was distracting enough.” 

She frowned. “You’re right. Shouldn’t I like... sanitize it or 
something?” 

“Not. Funny.” I glared at her while grinning from ear to ear. 
“Anyway, at least we’re making progress. A.J. has to be Abigail’s killer. We 
just have to figure out who he is.” 

Kat sighed. 

“What? You’re done?” 

“No. But, I have to get myself a sage satchel before we do anything 
else. Angry Birds really kicked my ass out there.” 

“Hey,” I pointed at my knee, “let’s not forget I shed blood because of 
you.” 

Kat laughed. “That’s my point. Those birds didn’t touch you—most 
likely because of the satchel.” 

Damn. She wasn’t lying. 

I tentatively fidgeted with the pouch. “I’m sure that’s not a problem. 
Gladys is probably growing sage. Get yourself a satchel, and we solve this 
shit. Deal?” 

She shook her head with a slight smile. “Whatever you say, Nancy 


Drew.” 


When I got home that night, Wen and Eva were in the den watching TV. 
Wen was still in uniform as if he’d recently come home, too. Seeing his 
uniform got me thinking. What if they knew more about Abigail’s 
investigation? 

“Oh, hey, Tea,” Eva turned and spotted me. I must’ve looked like a 


legit creeper. She smiled and waved me over. “Please, come join us.” 
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I glanced at the TV, at the two older grim-faced men having a political 
debate that my brain was too fried to try and comprehend. 

“Hell—” I shut my eyes and cleared my throat. “That’s okay. I don’t 
want to interrupt. Although, I do have a question.” 

Wen shifted to see me. 

“Um—" I struggled to gather what I wanted to say. “My friend Kat 
and I are...writing an article on missing persons’ cases, just as a memorial 
sort of thing that’ll be printed in the school newspaper. Anyway, there’s 
one story, in particular, that’s sorta egging at us. I was hoping you could 
shed some insight on it.” 

Eva glanced at Wen, both shrugging with a nod. 

“Abigail Tyler,” I came right out and said. 

“Abigail,” Eva repeated. “I remember her.” 

“Yeah,” Wen chimed in. “She vanished without a trace.” 

I knew my next question would be a stretch, but I had to give it a 
shot. “Were there any leads or suspects?” 

Wen was hesitant. “Well, we shouldn’t disclose confidential 
information if...” 

“What is it?” I demanded. I felt entitled to know since Abigail was 
haunting me and all. 

“The boyfriend,” Wen said. “We were quite skeptical of him.” 

“But—” Eva cut in. “Abigail’s father was fairly questionable. 
Neighbors felt their relationship had gotten strained in recent months.” 

I wanted to roll my eyes. They were only revealing what was known 
to the public. But what of the behind-the-scenes shit? 

“So, nothing on anyone else? A secret boyfriend or anything?” 

Eva slowly shook her head but then whipped to me. “Wait, do you 
know about something?” 


“Oh no. It’s just some high school gossip stuff. Anyway, that’s all I 
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wanted. See ya.” I started to go. 

“Hold on—” Eva stopped me. “We’re glad to hear you’re involved in 
curricular activities.” 

I struggled to keep a straight face. The article was a total hoax, yet it 
was music to their ears. 

“And you got the job,” Wen added, nodding approvingly. “You can 
go to Tandy’s birthday party this weekend.” 

I shrugged. “Cool. Whatever.” I forced a smile before going upstairs. 
They were only allowing me to go because they thought Tandy and them 
were good influences. Talk about a hoax. They had everyone wrapped 
around their perfect fingers. I wanted to laugh, but my body ached, and I 
was filthy. I wanted nothing more than to take a hot shower and collapse 
beneath the covers. 

I gathered my things for the bathroom. After I finished showering, I 
slid the glass door open and gasped. There was a fog so thick I could 
hardly see the floor in front of me. Instantly, I realized Pd left my pouch in 
the bedroom. 

“Shit!” I bolted for the door, but a glimpse of Abigail in the mirror 
stopped me in my tracks. She wasn’t horrifying. In fact, she was beautiful. 
Full curly, brown hair with sad doe eyes. She reminded me of Livvie. Her 
eyes pleaded with me, drawing me closer. I shakily reached for the mirror, 
its solid frame cold beneath my fingertips. I licked my dry lips. “Abigail— 
who is A.J.2” 

Her mouth opened, but only a high-pitched shrill erupted, shattering 


the mirror to pieces. 
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“Happy birthday to me, bitches!” Tandy squealed on Saturday night. She 
looked stunning in a sheer-black, spaghetti-strap dress with thigh-high slits 
on both sides. Her stilettos had straps that wrapped up her tone calves 
dramatically. 

Tandy’s parents were out of town that weekend. And without an 
adult chaperone, some would say her big day was the epitome of heaven. 
Her house looked like a nightclub illuminated in black lights. Everyone 
wore neon necklaces and bracelets, and glasses. The big-screen TV had a 
video game match going, and music bumped so loud the floor thumped. 

I didn’t care anything about that. After the week I’'d had, working at 
the diner, the witch hunt with Kat, and knowing that some spooky-ass 
ghost was out to get me—all I wanted was to drink, drink, and drink. 

And that’s exactly what I did. Jell-O shots, vodka shots, played beer 
pong, and sipped from other people’s drinks. I got completely wasted. And 
all I could think was to hell with Wen’s rules. 

Tandy, Val, Margo, and Willow were at the front of the room, a 
bright spotlight aimed at them as they did a sexy dance routine, which 


turned into a make-out session between Tandy and Willow. Val broke 
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away from the group, stomping through the crowd, pushing people out of 
her way. 

Oh shit. I shook my head. Val was so gonna have Tandy’s ass for that. 
Why the fuck did I care again? I busted out laughing while going to grab 
another drink. 

“Hey.” 

Nolan popped up beside me. He looked good, too, wearing a tight- 
fitting, white tee revealing his sculpted muscles. But I was so not in the 
mood for his bedroom eyes. I swerved away from him and downed 
another Jell-O shot. 

“Uh, some party, huh?” Nolan said, trying to make conversation. 

I frowned at him clutching a bottle of water, looking like a total 
cornball. Who goes to a party and not... party? 

“Mr. Muscle Man, that’s who,” I grumbled out loud, jabbing his 
forearm with my finger. 

Nolan’s face contorted in confusion, but he didn’t say anything. 

“You think you're so,” I extended the o’s, “much better than the rest 

of us, don’t you, Nolan?” I giggled then took another Jell-O shot. 

“Do you maybe wanna sit down?” Nolan offered. He approached me, 

gripping my shoulder gently. “I think you’re drunk.” 

“Duh! It’s a party. What do you expect?” My eyes widened. I held up a 
finger. “Hold that thought. I’ve got to piss.” I started tugging on my belt, 
doing the bathroom dance. 

“Whoa! Whoa!” Nolan spun me around. “The bathroom is upstairs.” 

I laughed the entire way as he guided me to the staircase. “Right up 
there, okay?” Nolan repeated. 

I stripped from him disgustedly. “I’m not an idiot, you know?” Before 
he could gather his words, I was stomping up the swirly staircase. It felt 


like I was going round and round and round in circles endlessly. I dropped 
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on all fours, breathless, once at the top. My side ached as I struggled to get 
my breaths under control. I so needed to get in shape. 

I chuckled. Perhaps Nolan could lend me a muscle since he had so 
goddamn many. He wouldn’t miss it. I clamped a hand over my mouth to 
muffle my laughter. That was a good one. I crawled further into the hall 
but paused at the voices. Upset voices, arguing behind the door up ahead. 

“You know how I feel about her,” I heard Val say. 

I eased closer, pressing my ear against the door. 

Tandy snickered. “Girl, you should be thanking me. I’m only trying to 
help you.” 

“Help me how? By shoving your tongue down her throat?” 

“Yes! Pm trying to force you to make your move!” 

“You are a fucking slut, Tandy.” Val’s voice broke. “You’re the worst 
goddamn person on the planet!” She sobbed an angry cry. The door 
whipped open just as I dodged aside. 

My hair was a mess, hanging over my face as I turned in the opposite 
direction of the girls. Neither of them noticed me. Val zipped right by me 
and down the stairs. 

Tandy remained in the doorway. Her cell rang. She picked up. “Hey, 
you.” She twirled on a curl as if her caller could see her. “I wish you were 
here, too.” She’d turned on her flirty charm, totally forgetting about Val. 

Some BFF. 

Someone dashed from the bathroom. “Tandy, bitch, what are you 
doing up here?” They rushed her. “Come on,” they tugged her to the stairs 
as she hurriedly dismissed her caller. 

I watched them disappear down the stairs before making my way to 
the bathroom. I didn’t give their trouble in paradise anymore thought. I 
partied. Had a few more drinks. Danced with a couple guys. I felt... good. 


For once, I wasn’t worried about what someone thought of me, whether I 
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was saying or doing the right things. I was free. 

But soon, the partiers distorted around in me in a neon swirl, their 
voices slow and deep, demonic-like. 

“Hey there, sexy,” a guy said, leaning into my blurring peripherals. 
His hair was bright and spiky, and several silver earrings dangled from one 
lobe. 

I tugged at my collar. It was too hot. Stuffy even. My lids opened and 
closed faintly. I stumbled against him. 

“Whoa! Careful there.” He giggled, catching me, his hands finding 
their way to my ass. 

I mentally rolled my eyes and slipped free. “I’ve gotta get some air.” I 
turned and caught Nolan watching us from across the room. 

“Tve got a car. Want me to take you home?” Spiky offered. 

I hooked my arm in his. “Sure.” 

We made our way through the party and outside. I leaned against him 
the entire time, unable to stand on my own. I staggered into the side of his 
car. Giggling, he bumped into me from behind and pinned his arms on 
either side of me as he gripped the roof of the vehicle. 

“Mm... you smell good,” he whispered into my ear. 

I couldn’t say the same about him. His breath was hot and reeked of 
cigarettes and a keg. Gross. My stomach curdled. He kissed my hair, his 
hands rubbing down my thighs. 

I shifted to face him—lust written all over his face. “You’re taking me 
home, remember?” 

“Oh, come on. We can have our own party first,” he said, leaning in 
to kiss me. 

“Hey!” Nolan pried him away. 

“What are you doing?” he asked. 


“Are you okay?” Nolan ignored him, his gaze fixing on me. 
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My jaw clenched. “I’m fine,” I uttered through clenched teeth. “He’s 
taking me home.” 

“Yeah, bro. Go find your own chick,” Spiky cut in, reaching to place 
his arm around me, but Nolan caught his hand and pinned his arm 
behind his back until he cried out in pain. “Ow! What the hell, dude?” 

Nolan shoved him hard. “Fuck off.” The guy went running in the 
opposite direction. Without a word, Nolan clutched my arm. 

“Let go of me,” I snapped, trying to break free. 

“Tm taking you home,” he insisted. 

“Pm not going anywhere with you!” I stopped, digging my heels into 
the ground. 

“Teagan,” Nolan paused, huffing an angry breath. “You’re drunk. 
That guy was only gonna take advantage of you...” 

“And what are you gonna do, huh? Be my knight and shining armor?” 
I tried to push him as hard as I could. But he didn’t budge, of course. “I 
don’t need your help, Nolan. Why don’t you go back to the birthday girl.” 
I pointed toward the house. 

“That’s why you’re mad at me? Because of Tandy? We’ve been over for 
months. Why is that even a problem with you?” 

“This is so stupid. I’m going back for a drink.” I spun around, but he 
clutched my wrist. 

Nolan shook his head, tightening his hold. “Uh-uh. You’ve already 
had too much.” 

“Who are you to give me orders? You’re not my fucking father.” I 
snatched my arm away and let out a tiny yelp as he hoisted me over his 
shoulder and marched me to his truck. 

“What are you kidnapping me?” I cried. “Put me down!” I pounded 
my fists into his rock-solid back. 


He didn’t say a word. Instead, he plopped me in the passenger seat 
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and calmly tugged on my seat belt. I was too exhausted to fight anymore. 
The way my head spun, all I wanted was to sleep. 

Nolan dropped behind the wheel and started the truck. “I don’t care 
that you’re pissed. At least you’re getting home safely.” 

Gosh, did he ever shut up? My eyes closed as I drifted. But as soon as 
the vehicle began to move, so did the contents in my stomach. 

“Stop the truck,” I choked out. 

“Teagan, I’m taking you home,” Nolan argued. 

“No!” I clutched his arm. “I’m gonna be sick!” My hand flew to my 
mouth. 

Tires screeched as Nolan brought his truck to a stop. He helped me 
out of the seat belt, and I bolted from the seat stooping over to heave up 
everything Pd consumed. 

Nolan came up beside me. He carefully held my hair back in one 
hand, gently rubbing my back with the other. “Just get it all out,” he 
whispered. 

Chunky vomit spewed from my lips. Tears stung my eyes as I heaved 
once more. 

“You'll be okay,” Nolan insisted. 

But I was sick of him being so calm and protective and perfect. I spun 
around and shoved him. Off guard, he stumbled but regained his balance. 

“What do you know? Nothing is okay! So just stop already being here 
with me and my bull shit. Go back to Tandy.” 

Nolan tugged in his hair in despair. “Jesus, what the fuck is your deal 
with her?” 

“Nothing! How can I have a problem with Tandy? She’s perfect. Just 
like my sister Livvie, who died and left the universe with fucked up Teagan 
who loses her shit and ruins everything...” I turned away, sobbing. 


“Teagan...” Nolan reached for me, but I shrugged him off. 
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“Just take me home,” I croaked, angrily wiping the tears from my 
face. 
He didn’t say anything. We hopped back into the truck, where I fell 


into a deep sleep. 


The brightness was blinding that morning as my eyes peeked open. I 
blinked at the unfamiliar curtains then squinted at the cozy, wool blanket 
covering me. Where the hell was I? Immediately, I pictured the spiky 
headed guy from the party and gasped. Teagan, what the fuck did you do? 
I peered around at what looked like some sort of RV. 

“Morning.” Nolan appeared with a cup of coffee, which he held out. 
“It'll help with that headache,” he added, reading my mind. 

I slowly pulled myself up. It felt like a bus had smashed into my skull. 

I groaned, flopping back against the couch or whatever the hell Pd 
been lying on. “I thought you were taking me home,” I grumbled into the 
pillow. 

Nolan pushed my feet over and sat beside me. “You were passed out 
drunk. I didn’t think Wen would be too happy with that.” 

I scoffed but winced, for my ears rushed as if two washer machines 
were inside my head. “And you figured kidnapping me would be better?” 

“Eva thinks you spent the night with a girlfriend. Here—you really 
should drink this.” 

I glared at him. “Fine.” I sat up and took the mug. I had the first sip 
too quickly, scalding my tongue. But it was nothing compared to the 
throbbing pain in my head. I gently rubbed my temple while taking in the 
surroundings. A kitchen sink, a tiny booth and table, and a ragged sofa. It 
was a bit shabby yet cozy. 

“So, what is this place? Some sort of mobile home?” 


Nolan folded his arms behind his head. “Yeah. It’s my very own 
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sanctuary. I found this thing years ago and slowly but surely made it... 
livable? It doesn’t move or anything. But I don’t need it to. Whenever I 
want to be alone or just clear my head, I come here.” 

I peeked out the blinds and frowned. We were in a junkyard. “Is this 
safe?” 

Nolan stared at me. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” 

“So you keep saying,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. I took another sip 
of coffee. Its robust aroma was quite relaxing. 

Nolan fidgeted with a loose strand on the blanket. “Do you uh— 
wanna talk about last night?” 

Hell no. My eyes flicked to the ceiling. Last night was such a disaster I 
didn’t dare want to consider what he might’ve been referring to. But of 
course, Mr. Motormouth wasn’t gonna let it go. 

“You mentioned that your sister passed away. What happened? If you 
don’t mind my asking.” 

“I mind very much, actually.” 

Nolan kept staring at me. 

Sighing, I tried to search deep within me for the strength to explain 
the worst day of my life. 

“My sister—” I released a shaky breath. 

Nolan slipped his hand inside mine and gripped it tight, but I broke 
away. I didn’t deserve his compassion. 

My eyes lowered. “Livvie came to me to talk. Said it was urgent, but 
I—” I shook my head. “I was so sick of her being the drama queen. Livvie 
got whatever she wanted whenever she wanted. I just didn’t want to be 
bothered with her. God, I just didn’t—” Tears dripped from my lashes. 

“I told her to fuck off and slammed the door in her face. We—we 
found Livvie a couple hours later. She’d slit her wrists.” The sobs came in 


deep heaves. “My sister needed me, and those were my last words to her. 
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Pm such a horrible, horrible person.” I covered my mouth with a hand 
and balled my eyes out. 

Nolan clamped a hand on my knee. “You can’t torture yourself, 
Teagan,” he said softly. 

“But what if I could’ve saved her? If Pd just talked to her, maybe—” 

“Don’t play the what-if game. I’m sure your sister wouldn’t want you 
to. Unfortunately, she was in a very dark place. Just hope now that Livvie 
has found peace.” 

I nodded. “I do hope so.” 

Nolan held out his arms, and I collapsed into his warm embrace. He 
stroked my hair sweetly. “I’m really sorry this has been weighing on you,” 
he whispered. 

I glimpsed part of the tattoo on his chest. “What does this mean?” I 
trailed a finger across it. 

Nolan shifted. “It’s Japanese for rest in power.” 

My brow raised. “Oh. Is it for someone in particular?” 

He slowly nodded. “A couple years ago, my dad died in a car accident. 
He was hit by a drunk driver.” 

I turned away sheepishly. Shit. “Nolan—I’m so, so sorry...” 

He didn’t say anything. He instead motioned for me to come closer. 

I shut my eyes, sinking deeper into his hold. I wanted to stay there 
forever, but then his phone rang, startling me. Nolan and I separated as he 
pulled it from his pocket. 

“Hey, Kat,” he answered. “Yes she is. Hold on.” He handed me the 
phone. 

“Kat?” 

“Teagan...” Kat sounded far away. 

“What’s up?” Several seconds of silence went by. “You there?” 


“I—I don’t know how to say this, Teagan,” Kat’s voice broke. 
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I sat up, alarmed. “Kat—what’s the matter?” 


“I saw you, Teagan,” she cried. “I saw how you will die!” 


5 


“But I’ve never even seen such a place,” I told Kat on Monday as she paced 
in front of me. We’d met up in the gym before class started. 

She nibbled on her fingernail, lost in thought. 

I caught the end of her shirt as she marched by me for the umpteenth 
time. “Will you calm down?” 

“I don’t understand why you’re not freaking out.” Kat blew up, 
jerking free. “This is your life. Or do you not believe me?” She glared into 
my face. 

“Of course, I believe you. It’s just, I always imagined a doc standing 
over me reading my diagnosis. Not—a cliff? Are you sure?” 

Kat nodded. 

In her vision, she saw me standing at a cliff, sobbing, and then I 
jumped. It just didn’t make any sense. That sounded like suicide. But I was 
confident that was something I would never do, right? 

“That’s all I saw,” Kat said. 

“And you weren’t familiar with the scenery or anything?” I squinted. 

“No,” she whispered. “I can’t ever save anybody... Just like with 
Ezra.” 


“Hey—it’s okay. It’s okay,” I assured, standing to console her. I took 
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Kat by the shoulders. “Listen, I’m alive right now. It’s not like anyone is 
out to...” 

“Abigail.” Kat said what I was thinking. “What if she’s involved 
somehow?” 

It was draining to think about. We had more questions than answers, 
and our Abigail quest was going nowhere. “Let’s just get through the day 
and regroup tomorrow. I can’t even—” 

“Valerie Ricardo—report to the principal’s office,” a voice crackled 
over the intercom. “Valerie Ricardo, to the principal’s office.” 

I frowned. I didn’t know why but I sensed something was wrong. 
“We should go,” I said, hurrying from the gym. The principal’s office was 
near the homeroom, and once in the hall, I heard Val screaming. 

“Jesus,” Kat murmured, keeping close to me. 

Val bolted from the office hysterically, crying. 

“What is it?” Margo approached her. “What happened?” Her voice 
rose as she started crying, too. 

Immediately, I noticed that Tandy was missing. 

“She’s dead!” Val wailed. “Tandy’s dead!” 

I gasped. Kat and I stared at each other confused. Could her vision 


have been meant for Tandy? 


“You've wiped a hole into that table,” Nolan said to me later at the diner. 
I gasped, breaking from my trance. Principal Juarez canceled classes 
to have counseling sessions about the news of Tandy, but I’d bailed. Eva 
and Wen had insisted I could stay home and call in for my shift, but I 
didn’t feel it was my place to be there with them. 
I glared at the table in confusion, searching for the hole. 


“Hey—” Nolan leaned into my gaze. “I’m just trying to get your 
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attention. Come on, let’s take a break.” He took the towel from me and 
guided me to the counter to sit. “I'll be right back.” Nolan disappeared 
into the kitchen. 

Business was slow. There’d only been a few customers all day. 
Perhaps the town was too busy mourning Tandy to eat. 

I could slap myself for sounding so bitter, but Tandy was all anyone 
could talk about. Fishermen had discovered her body floating face down 
in a lake. Rumors were flying around that the cops were suspicious of her 
death, but no one knew what'd happened. The last anyone saw her was at 
her birthday party. I sighed, burying my face in my hands. 

Nolan returned, setting a glass in front of me. 

“A root beer float?” I blinked at him but then laughed, realizing the 
joke. I laughed so hard a tear trailed my cheek. 

He swiped it away with his thumb, smiling slightly. “Are you okay?” 

I stirred the drink with the straw. “I should be asking you that. Tandy 
was your—I mean, you had history and everything.” 

“It’s... shocking, Pll tell you that.” 

I nodded. “I know what you mean. One day someone’s here, and the 

next...” I thought about Kat’s vision. Exactly how much time did I 
have left? 


When I got home that evening, Eva was sitting on the porch smoking a 
cigarette. She hurriedly put it out as I approached. 

“Sorry.” She stood. “It’s been a hell of a day,” she murmured, 
wrapping her arms around me. 

Appalled, I slowly hugged her back. She seemed as if she could really 
use it. “How’s—Val?” I asked when we pulled away. 

Eva’s eyes were wide and rimmed red. She just shook her head. 


I nodded understandably. Upstairs, I hesitated outside Val’s door. I 
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hadn’t seen her since her devastating sobs at school. I pressed my ear to the 
door. It was quiet on the other side. “Val?” I knocked once then cracked 
the door. The room was empty. Just as I started to go, I remembered Val’s 
window and made my way over to stick my head out. There, Val sat on the 
roof. 

I carefully lowered myself beside her. We didn’t speak for several 
minutes. But then she said, “Pinch me, so I know this is real.” 

I gripped her forearm instead. “When my sister died, I felt like I was 
in a horror movie. I didn’t believe it was really happening either. 
Especially after—after my final harsh words...” 

Val’s eyes flicked to me. “Why are you telling me this?” 

“Tm just trying to say I know what you’re going through. Though 
you and Tandy may have been fighting...” 

“Y-you were spying on us?” Val blew up. 

My jaw dropped. “Well, no! I just—I mean, you guys were yelling, 
and I heard—” 

Val raised her hand to stop me. “Just because we’ve both lost 
somebody doesn’t mean we have to trauma bond together. To hell with 
my mother if she put you up to this.” 

“No, Eva didn’t. I just thought—” I sighed, getting to my feet. “Well, 
you know where to find me if you change your mind.” 

I didn’t know why I even bothered. I hurried to my room and 
slammed the door behind me. I paced a couple minutes, trying to 
determine what next. Being inside that room was suffocating me. It was 
hot and stuffy, and that horrid stench was back. I rushed to pull up the 
window and saw the pool glistening below. Perhaps Pd take a swim. I 
didn’t exactly have a bathing suit, so my bra and panties would have to do. 
I really did not care. 


Pd gone to the armoire for a towel when Val made a ferocious scream. 
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“Teagan, you bitch!” 

What? I spun around just as she shoved my door open so hard it 
slammed against the wall. 

“Is this supposed to be payback?” Angry tears dropped from her lashes 
as she glared at me. 

I sighed. “Val, I understand you’re hurting, but I don’t know what 
you’re talking about.” 

“This!” she shouted, throwing a picture frame at me. 

It was déjà vu all over again, like when we’d first met. Only instead of 
Livvie’s face scratched out of the photo, it was Tandy’s. She stood between 
Val and Margo, all looking like they were having the time of their lives. 
Except now, ugly, angry ink marks practically dug a hole into Tandy’s 
beautiful image. 

My mouth dropped open. “I didn’t—” I shook my head in disbelief. 
“Val, I didn’t do this.” 

Val snickered, flicking the wet strands of hair from her face. “You’re 
so fucking pathetic I actually feel sorry for you.” And with that, she turned 


and stormed from my room. 


“Are you sure you’re up for this?” Wen asked the following day when we 
stopped at a red light. 

I rolled my eyes. “Why aren’t you at work?” 

“What do you mean? You’ve just lost a friend. I’m not going to 
leave—” 

“Tandy wasn’t my... I didn’t know her that well,” I corrected. 

“Okay. I understand, but if you ever want to talk about it. Or Livvie or 
just anything—” 


“God, will you stop? Bringing this shit up isn’t helping anything!” I 
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crossed my arms and shifted toward the window. 

“You're right. I’m sorry,” Wen said, followed by a sniffle. I blinked at 
him. I’d never seen him so broken up. He quickly dabbed his moist eyes. 
“Tm sorry,” he repeated. “This is just a little too close to home for me. I 
know I’m probably your least favorite person,” he said, followed by a weak 
laugh. “But you should know that I love you to bits.” He snaked his arm 
around my neck and pulled me close to kiss my forehead. “I couldn’t bear 
if something happened to you, Teagan.” 

Gosh, he was really breaking my heart. 

“Nothing is gonna happen to me, Wen,” I promised, though I wasn’t 
so sure. 

Kat was waiting for me when we pulled up at school. Her eyes were 
puffy, as if she hadn’t slept a wink. “Shit is getting really weird,” she 
whispered, gripping my arm. 

“What now?” I didn’t think I was up for another death scene. 

“Last night, I dreamed about Tandy. I guess it was her last 
moments...” 

I whipped to her. “Did you see who—?” 

She shook her head. “No. I only saw her in the passenger seat of a 
silver car. She was yelling at the driver.” She sighed. “This has never 
happened before. I woke up, fell back asleep, and bam—” She punched 
her palm. “There it was again. Same scene.” 

“So, all we have is Tandy’s killer drives a silver...?” I trailed, spotting 
Val climbing out of her car, a silver SUV. 

“Shit.” Kat gripped my arm again. 

“No—no way. Let’s not jump to conclusions. Tandy was her best 
friend,” I said. 

But Kat narrowed her eyes. “As if friends can’t become enemies.” 


My stomach flipped, remembering the argument on Saturday night. 


THE PERFECT DAUGHTER |85 


Val was beyond pissed. But was she capable of something like this? 

“What is it?” Kat demanded. 

“Nothing.” I blinked away from her. 

Val, who'd been wearing a large pair of dark sunglasses, stripped them 
off upon approaching us. “Un-fucking-believable. How dare you show 
your face?” She turned on Kat. “You think I don’t know it was you?” 

“You cannot be serious, Val,” Kat said. 

“Just drop the act already. You hated Tandy’s guts because she knew 
what a psycho bitch you are.” 

I gingerly gripped Val’s shoulder. “I think you need to calm the hell 
down.” 

“Don’t you touch me, Teagan.” She pushed my hand away. “As far as 
Pm concerned, you helped her do it.” 

“Helped her do...? Okay—” I looked at Kat. “Let’s go.” When Kat 
didn’t budge, I tugged her wrist to get moving. 

Val kept on ranting behind us. “That’s right. Run! I hope this time 
they lock you in the loony bin and throw away the key!” 

Kat spun around. “Fuck you, Val.” 

Val’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not afraid of you, bitch!” She slapped Kat 
hard across the face. 

I reached for Kat, to stop her from retaliating, but I was too late. Kat 
punched Val in the corner of her mouth, just as Principal Juarez came 
outside. 

“Stop it! Break it up!” He rushed over to help me separate the two, 
but the girls were going ballistic, kicking, scratching, and screaming. 

Principal Juarez lifted Val away, who’d begun sobbing 
uncontrollably. 

“It’s all right. It’s all right,” Principal Juarez kept telling Val gently, 


trying to console her. But he turned to Kat and me ina harsher tone. “You 
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two, get to my office. Now.” 
I frowned. “What? But she started it!” I pointed at Val. 
“Go!” 


“Suspended Teagan?” Wen shouted at me later that night upon finding out 
what Principal Asshole had done. 

“It wasn’t my fault,” I said. “Val’s the one who started it. I was only 
breaking up the fight. This bullshit is so unfair.” 

Wen dropped on the couch, rubbing his temples. “I don’t think you 
understand, Teagan. You can’t afford to be in any more trouble given your 
history. I want you to stay away from this Kat girl. She sounds like 
trouble.” 

“What the hell do you know?” I turned and stormed to the staircase. I 
heard Eva and Val arguing from above. 

“I know you're grieving,” Eva said. “But you can’t go around accusing 
people you don’t like of murder!” 

“She did do it, Mom!” Val shot back. 

What a drama queen. I rolled my eyes. Principal Juarez jumped to her 
defense without hearing anybody’s side. The burner phone Kat gave me 
buzzed. I glanced back at Wen before answering. “Yeah?” I kept my voice 
low. 

“The police want me to come down to the station. I think it’s about 
Tandy!” Kat said. 

“This is fucking insane. You were with me that night, all right?” 

“But I didn’t do anything!” 

“Then stay calm and tell them you were with Nolan and me that 
night,” I ordered. Kat sniffled, and then the phone clicked off. This was all 
Val’s fault. I dashed up the stairs two at a time. “Val, what the fuck did you 


do?” I demanded, bursting inside her room. “Why are the cops talking to 
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Kat?” 

Val crossed her arms and shrugged. “I don’t know. Because she’s 
guilty?” 

“Val—we didn’t do anything to Tandy. Kat and I crashed at Nolan’s 
that night because I was too drunk to come home.” I cut an eye at Eva. “I 
knew Wen would disapprove. But we were there all night. I swear.” 

Val scoffed. “Why are you protecting her?” 

I ignored her and kept my gaze on Eva. “You have to help Kat. She 
didn’t do this, Eva.” 

“Lers all take a breath and calm down,” Eva said. She placed her 
hands on my shoulders. “The police only want to question Kat. They’re 
not arresting her. If Kat was with you guys, the police will only contact 
you and Nolan to confirm it. That’s all.” 

“Well, it’s true. We were together and nowhere near Tandy.” I looked 
at Val. “Perhaps the police should know what you said to Tandy at the 
party.” 

“Oh, fuck you, Teagan.” 

“Girls, please. Enough,” Eva ordered, stepping between us. She 

gestured for me to leave. “Everything’s going to be fine with your 
friend,” she added. 

I turned to go, but Val stopped me in my tracks. 

“Why don’t you ask your bestie what she and Ezra were fighting 
about the night he died?” 


It wasn’t until the following day when an officer stopped by and asked me 
about Kat. That'd given me plenty of time to get Nolan in the loop. As Eva 
had said, the police only wanted to confirm Kat’s story. Itd hardly taken a 


minute. 
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“Do I even want to know, Teagan?” Nolan finally got to ask me about 
it as we were closing the diner. “The cops asked me about Kat just as you 
predicted,” he whispered, glancing around as if anybody could hear him. 
The diner was empty except for us, the cook, and a dishwasher. 

I rolled my eyes. “It’s a long story. But thank you. I owe you one.” 

“But is everything all right?” He stared at me sincerely. 

I wanted to tell him everything but had no idea where to even begin. 

“?’m—Kat!” I saw her standing out front. “Give us a sec, will you?” I 
told Nolan. Kat chewed on her fingernail while pacing as usual. “You 
never called me back. What happened at the police station?” 

“It’s been one hell of a fucking day,” Kat snapped. “The police thing 
was fine. But my parents are freaking the hell out and considering sending 
me back to that—that hospital.” 

“But Kat, you didn’t do anything. If we can just figure out what’s 
happening and fast, we can go to the cops with the story.” 

Nolan appeared beside me. “What story?” 

“Nolan—” I started, but he interrupted. 

“You two dragged me into this mess. I should at least know what’s 
going on.” 

I sighed, looking at Kat, who surprisingly agreed with Nolan. 

“I mean, it’s only fair,” she said with a shrug. 

“So—this is where I was on Saturday night, huh?” Kat said a short 
while later, upon climbing inside Nolan’s RV or whatever the hell he 
called it. 

After our shifts ended, Kat trailed Nolan’s truck, as Pd given him the 
411 on everything that’d happened so far. From my first ghostly encounter 
to the séance, the necklace, meeting Father Kent and Kyle, and finding out 
about the mystery man. The only thing I hadn’t revealed was my death 


vision. I honestly just didn’t want to give it any more thought. 
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Nolan had been quiet, listening intently, allowing everything to 
register. I’d expected him to laugh and call me crazy as ordinary people 
would. But he’d been considerate and polite, which was so goddamn 
annoying to me. 

We sat at the booth with pen and paper, making notes of everything 
trying to connect the dots. I was in between them, with Nolan’s firm, 
musky-scented body pressing against me. Focus Teagan! I mentally 
screamed. 

“So, we’ve got Abigail missing, presumed dead because she’s haunting 
me,” I said. 

“With a possible mystery man,” Kat added, jotting it down with a few 
question marks. 

“Possibly with the initials A.J.,” Nolan said. 

“Tandy’s death,” I murmured, creating another column. 

“And I’m the prime suspect,” Kat said. 

I blinked at her, Val’s question coming to mind. I hadn’t yet asked to 
get an answer. Did I even wanna know? 

“Haha. You can join in any moment now,” Kat snapped. 

I rolled my eyes. “We’re being serious. Anyway, Tandy’s murderer 
drives a silver car...” I scribbled that down. 

Kat added VALERIE in all caps with double underlines. “She’s suspect 
number one, in my opinion.” 

She had a point considering Val and Tandy were fighting over 
Willow. 

“But, what if there’s a connection between Abigail’s and Tandy’s 
murders?” I asked. 

Kat chewed on her pen, pondering the idea. Her eyes lit up. “Val 
knew Abigail.” 

“You can’t seriously think Val killed Tandy,” Nolan finally spoke. 
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“Why not?” Kat whipped to him. “After the stunt that got us 
suspended, I suspect her of anything.” 

“What could she have against Abigail, though?” Nolan asked. 

Kat couldn’t answer. 

“Can we sort through this without being biased?” I asked. “You and 
Val are pissed off at each other and assigning blame. But who else is 
connected to Tandy and Abigail? Did Tandy go to the café where Kyle 
works? I doubt she ever encountered Father Kent.” 

Nolan shook his head. “Double no. And again, why would Kyle want 
to hurt Tandy?” 

Kat gasped. “They both went to our high school.” 

“Where they met Principal Adrian Juarez,” Nolan said, snapping his 
fingers. “He’s AJ.” 

Kat’s mouth hung open in disbelief, probably wanting to keep Val 
under the radar. 

But to me, Principal Juarez was the smoking gun. “Guys, I overheard 
Tandy and the principal not too long ago. I got the idea she was getting a 
favor of some sort. It was totally creepy. Tandy was trying to seduce him, 
or maybe he was trying to seduce her. I’m not sure. But in the end, 
Principal Juarez couldn’t keep his eyes off her ass.” 

Kat nodded. “Something was definitely weird about the way he 
punished us and not Val.” 

“Val,” I croaked. “What if she’s his next victim?” 

“I don’t think so, considering Val’s gay,” Nolan pointed out. “Abigail 
was in a relationship with the mystery man, right? Was Tandy involved 
with the same guy?” 

“Possibly,” I said, remembering Tandy’s phone call the night of her 
party. And what did she say at the sleepover? She wanted to sleep with 
Principal Juarez. I shuddered. What if he killed her because she was 
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talking too much? 

“Okay—except we’re forgetting one thing,” Kat said, cutting into my 

thoughts. “Why is Abigail haunting you? What is your link?” 

Neither of us had an answer. 

But then I laughed. “What if Abigail thinks I’m into Principal 
Juarez?” 

Nolan shifted my way. “Nah. I think it’s obvious he’s not your type.” 
He gave me that lazy stare, eyes zeroing in on my lips. 

Kat groaned. “Ugh. Get a room. Hey!” She shoved me slightly. “Why 
haven’t we considered Abigail as Tandy’s murderer?” 

My eyes bulged. Abigail violently attacked me twice. Hell yeah, she 
was capable of murder. But a ghost? 

“Well, we certainly can’t explain that to the police,” Nolan said what I 
was thinking. 

“But it’s all Principal Juarez’s fault,” Kat said. “He can take the fall, 
right?” 

“That doesn’t sound like justice,” Nolan said. 

I pressed my palms on the table. “Look, whether Juarez killed Tandy 
or not, he murdered Abigail. No one has found her body or probably ever 
will at this point.” 

“Guys wait for a second,” Kat said. “Does Juarez drive a silver car?” 

Nolan nodded. “Yeah, a Chrysler or something. But it’s definitely 
silver.” 

“How do you know that?” I whipped to face him. 

He shrugged. “I don’t know, just do.” 

“Either way,” Kat butt in for Nolan, and I was lip gazing again. “What 
proof do we have that says Juarez is guilty? We literally have shit if we go 
to the police.” 


“We have the necklace,” Nolan said after a while. “I’m sure they can 
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track down who purchased it. With his initials on it and everything 
that should be enough for probable cause.” 

Kat squinted at him. “Well, look at you sounding like Mr. Law and 
Order.” 

He blushed. 

“Before we wrap this up, what’s the play?” I asked, doing my best to 
avoid the deep dimple in Nolan’s chin when he was embarrassed. 

“How about we mail the necklace to the police station? 
Anonymously,” Nolan added, for Kat and I weren’t on board. “We can 
even include a slip of paper with Juarez’s name on it or something.” 

“Don’t you think a suspicious ass envelope will send the bomb squad 
running?” Kat laughed. 

I smirked. “Now who sounds like Law and Order?” 

Nolan scratched his hair, out of options. 

“What if I just give it to Wen directly?” I asked. “I don’t have to 
mention the ghost. But I can tell him about what I saw that day. Between 
Juarez and Tandy.” 

“Makes sense to me,” Kat said. 

“What?” I glared at Nolan, whose brow crinkled. 

“What if Wen only thinks you’re trying to get back at Juarez for 
suspending you?” 

Knowing Wen, he probably would say just that, but I was grasping at 
straws. I shrugged. “I’m just gonna have to take that chance.” 

“So, that’s it, then?” Kat stood. “I gotta get home before my mom puts 
out an Amber alert. Catch you later.” 

“Take care, Kat,” Nolan called after her. 

I got to my feet to hurry after her. “Kat, wait up!” She was already 
near her car when I stepped out. The air smelled like rain. I looked to the 


purple sky, looming with gray clouds. 
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“What is it?” Kat sounded impatient. She adjusted her wide-brimmed 
hat, for the wind was picking up. 

“I wanted to talk to you about something. Val was pissed off the other 
night...” 

Kat shrugged. “What else is new?” 

“Right.” I forced a laugh. “Well, anyway, she said to ask you what you 
were fighting with Ezra about—the night he...” 

Kat slowly nodded, mouthing, “wow.” 

“I’m sure it was just her being a bitch,” I added. 

“Yet here you are asking me about it.” Kat folded her arms 
defensively. “Tandy told everyone she fucked Ezra. I was so pissed at Ezra 
that I forgot to warn him not to drive. I knew that’s how he would die, 
and I failed to save him.” Her bottom lip quivered. “It wasn’t until after 
Ezra died Tandy admitted she made it all up. My last words to Ezra...” Her 
voice broke. 

“Kat, I’m so sorry.” I tried to hug her, but she shoved me away. 

“No! I might’ve hated Tandy, Teagan, but I didn’t kill that bitch.” She 
pointed in my face. “Fuck you if you’re suggesting I did.” She didn’t give 
me a chance to reply. She quickly hopped into her car and sped away. 


© 


“I know it sounds insane, but Adrian Juarez is this A.J. guy,” I repeated 
after spilling all to Wen. Not about the ghost, of course, but Principal 
Juarez’s perverted eyes for Tandy and possibly Abigail, too. 

Wen listened without interest until Pd presented the locket. Hed 
gasped, recognizing the jewelry from a photo of Abigail. 

“Where did you get that?” 

“I—found it at school.” I wanted to say in Juarez’s desk drawer but 
knew it was a stretch. Besides, Nolan sort of made me promise not to tell 
any lies. 

“Shit.” Wen jumped to his feet. “I have to make some calls and run to 
the precinct.” He started to go but spun back to me and pointed. “You stay 
here. I mean it.” 

I shrugged. “Fine. Whatever.” It’s not like I had anything to do 
anyway. I was suspended and had the night off from the diner. Later, I 
tried texting Kat to tell her how it'd gone with Wen, but she still wasn’t 
speaking to me, which I really couldn’t blame her. Kat had been the best 
friend I never had, and I might’ve just fucked things over with her. As 
usual. 


A few days went by, and I hadn’t heard anything more about 
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Principal Juarez since Wen and the police were involved. In fact, it was as 
if Wen and Eva were shielding Val and me from the investigation. 

That weekend, they’d decided we should go on our first family trip 
together. Wen had a cabin near the mountains. I wasn’t exactly thrilled 
about spending my weekend with them, but what the hell? 

Wen and I were taking his car while Eva and Val trailed us. But Val, 
the drama queen, wasn’t feeling well and was running an hour behind 
schedule. Wen wasn’t willing to wait for them. He figured it’d be the 
perfect opportunity for ‘bonding time’ as he’d put it. We surprisingly had 
been getting on fine since Tandy’s death. Wen had even mentioned 
getting mea car. 

“Make sure my car is sporty,” I said, suddenly, shifting in my seat with 
a frown. 

He laughed. “It was just a suggestion. I hate I even brought it up, 
now.” 

“At least you’ll know what I want. You and Val can keep the 
matching family vehicles. My car must be faster than this. How much 
longer do we have anyway?” It seemed as if the road was endless. The sun 
was already setting, and we'd left at noon. 

“We've only got a half-hour to go. Relax,” Wen said, tapping his 

thumbs on the steering wheel, bobbing to his own tune. 

He was excited about this trip, I could tell. I mentally rolled my eyes. I 
didn’t give a shit as long as I got my car. I couldn’t help wondering what 
was happening back at home with Juarez and Tandy’s murder. Wen 
wouldn’t dare discuss it. 

“Tm proud of you,” he said suddenly. He cut an eye at me but quickly 
went back to the road. 

Not this again. I shifted to the window. But then got a stupid idea to 


burst Wen’s bubble. “Proud enough to let me have a tattoo?” I glanced at 
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him. 

He let loose with boisterous laughter. “What’s with you young people 
and ink scrawled over your body? That supposed to be cool?” 

“Is that a no?” 

“It’s a hell no. And don’t be like Tandy, thinking you can hide the ink 
in places I can’t see.” 

I laughed, just then remembering Tandy’s underboob tattoo. What 
did she say? It was for special eyes only? Blood rushed in my ears as I slowly 
turned to Wen. “How did you know Tandy had that tattoo?” 

“Are you kidding me? Tandy hardly covered herself. Anybody could 
see it.” 

I nodded, reflecting upon the night of the sleepover. Tandy was 
certain no one knew about it. The only way Wen could know was if he... 

My heart knocked against my ribcage. Because, holy shit, Wen was 
the connection. Abigail was haunting me because of Wen. 

I tried to control my rapid breaths the more reality sank in. Tandy 
must’ve been with Wen that very night Pd seen the tattoo. That was when 
Abigail first attacked. 

Abigail! Did he know her? I tried to do the math of when he’d moved 
to Crooked Pines. 

“Wow. Look at that,” he sputtered, pointing out my window. 

I looked, squinting. I couldn’t see anything but the blurring trees 
whipping by. Was Wen speeding? 

“Look at what?” I turned back to him just as he punched me, 


knocking me out cold. 


“Wake up!” Wen snapped, shaking me by the shoulders. 
My head lolled from side to side as I squinted awake. My jaw ached 
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like hell. I felt the cuts on the inside of my mouth with my tongue. My 
vision cleared as I zoomed in on Wen sitting beside me on the bed. The 
bed? I frowned, trying to pull up straight but couldn’t. My wrists were tied 
to the bedpost. 

“Wen? What the fuck?” I cried. My throat was so dry and hoarse I 
could hardly recognize my voice. 

Wen’s brows met like a giant M. “Everything was fine until you 
showed up.” 

Aldwen Jacobs. “It was you, you son of a bitch. You’re A.J.” I turned 
away from him, feeling like such a fool. That’s what Abigail was trying to 
tell me. My adoptive father was a sick, perverted murderer. I glared at him 
through watering eyes. “Why did you murder Tandy?” 

“Tandy—” He brushed a hand through his hair with a sigh. “I didn’t 
want to, really. She was one of my favorites.” 

“Favorites?” I choked out. “What are you talking about?” 

He held up a hand to silence me. “Tandy’s time was up,” he 
continued. “She wouldn’t take no for an answer, so she threatened to out 
me. And well, I couldn’t allow that.” 

He slowly smiled. It was like someone dragging their fingernails 
along a chalkboard. I winced. 

“But you—” He pointed at me. “You made this a lot easier, giving me 
Principal Juarez. His connection to Tandy is too perfect. But I must know, 
where did you really get that necklace?” 

I didn’t dare answer any of his questions. He needed to answer mine. 
“Where is Abigail?” 

He clicked his tongue. “No one will ever find Abigail. I disposed of 
her properly. Tandy, on the other hand, was rushed. I wasn’t prepared. But 
your meddling has made it even better.” He grinned again. 


His calmness made bile bubble in the back of my throat. He spoke 
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about these girls, girls hed murdered as if they were accessories. 

“Why do you have me tied up?” I asked, just as he got to his feet. 

My chest rose in desperate heaves as I eased my body further toward 
the edge of the bed. 

His face was twisted. “Don’t get any ideas, Teagan,” he hissed. “You 
disgust me.” 

I attempted to bite back my tears, but the ache was already forming in 
my neck. 

Wen snarled. “I wouldn’t touch you if you were the last girl on earth. 
You will never be Olivia.” 

I lifted off the bed an inch. “What about Olivia? Were you two...?” 

I couldn’t bring myself to say it. It was so wrong on so many levels. 

But now it made sense. Why Livvie was his favorite. Why Livvie had 
become so estranged when she turned sixteen. And what was Livvie trying 
to tell me the day she died? Did Wen have something to do with that? 

My eyes narrowed. “What happened to Livvie? What did you do to 
her?” 

He sighed. “Oh, Olivia. My sweet, sweet, Livvie. She couldn’t handle 
that I was leaving without her. Like Tandy, she threatened to tell about 
our relationship. But you,” he paused and snickered. “The petty feud 
between you two interfered with everything. When you didn’t answer her 
call, I staged her suicide. It was absolutely perfect.” 

“How could you do this?” I sobbed bitter tears. “You were supposed 
to be our father. How could you do this?” 

He blinked at me. “Well, obviously I’m sick, Teagan,” he whispered, 
breaking into that cringey grin again. “Anyhow,” he straightened, “you 
should be worried about what’s in store for you this very moment.” He 
produced a small handgun. 


I gulped. “You’re going to kill me here? With Eva and Val on their 
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way?” 

He nodded with a laugh. “Now see—you’re using your brain. That’s 
all I ever asked of you. Nothing is going to happen here. You and I are 
going on another trip.” He reached into his pocket and got a small pocket 
knife he used to cut away my ties, all the while keeping that gun aimed at 
me. 

“Get up.” 

I stayed down, rubbing my sore wrists. 

“I said—” He yanked me by the collar. “On your feet!” He collected 
the rope pieces, stuffing them inside his pockets. “Let’s go.” He kept a 
tight grip on my arm, tugging me out to the SUV, which was identical to 
Val’s. The silver car Kat saw was Wen’s. 

God, I could slap myself for being so stupid. Wen had been right 
under my nose the entire time. That’s why Livvie’s and Tandy’s faces were 
scratched out of the photos. Abigail was trying to give me sign after sign, 
and I blew it. 

He glanced at me mockingly after driving for a while. “No ‘are we 
there yets’ this time?” he cackled. 

But I kept quiet. I needed to figure out how to get out of that car. He 
was driving like a bat out of hell because, of course, we were the only ones 
on the road. It was the middle of nowhere, for fuck’s sake. 

“You can’t just make me disappear, Wen,” I said. 

“I most certainly can. I will tell everyone you didn’t want to go on 
this trip. You ran away, hitchhiked someplace to God knows where. 
Nobody is going to miss you, let alone search for you.” 

His words sliced me like a knife. But Pd be damned if I shed another 
tear in front of him. With a cry, I fumbled with the door handle. 

“Hey!” Wen snapped, hitting me upside the head with the butt of the 


gun. The car swerved to a stop. “Go on and get out.” He reached across 
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me, shoved the door open, and pushed me to the ground. He climbed out 
of the passenger side and tugged me up by my hair. 

“Walk,” he said, pressing the gun into my back. 

“You keep pointing that thing at me. Why aren’t you fucking using 
it?” 

“I have something better in store for you. See—look.” We stopped at a 
rocky drop-off. 

My heart sunk as if an anchor was tied to it. I started sobbing quietly, 
realizing this was what Kat saw. This was how I die. At the hands of my 
adoptive father. 

“Go on. Jump, Teagan.” 

“No,” I whispered. 

He pushed me hard just as I dug my heels into the ground. 

“No! Wen, stop. Please!” 

“Yes! Go and join Livvie.” 

“Please!” | sobbed, bearing against him with all my might. 

He wrapped an arm around my waist and lifted me. We staggered 
toward the edge of the cliff. “Yes, you will jump. Otherwise, I’m gonna 
throw your ass over.” 

I flailed my arms, reaching behind me, clawing for anything. I 
gripped his hair. Cupped his ear. My nails dug into his flesh and racked 
across his eyelid. 

“Fuck!” Wen dropped me. He stumbled away, and I took off for the 
trees. 

“Teagan! Get back here!” Wen howled. “You bitch!” he roared, voice 
echoing in the empty woods. 

But I kept running. I heard Wen’s footsteps gaining behind me, but I 
didn’t stop. My chest burned, my side ached, my legs wanted to give out, 


but I kept going. 
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Wen fired a shot. 

I ducked as the bullet zipped by me and grazed a tree ahead. My foot 
got caught between a broken log and twisted my ankle at an awkward 
angle. I struggled not to scream as I went down on all fours. Pain shot up 
my leg. 

I gripped a handful of dirt, grimacing. That’s when I saw the spiders 
on the tree stump. Dozens of them, crawling over each other like crabs in 
a barrel. Abigail was here. 

I fingered the sage satchel. A tiny yelp escaped my throat as Wen 
rushed me. He grabbed a handful of my hair and tugged my head back. 

“I should splatter your brains right fucking now,” he said, pressing 
the cold metal against my temple. “But you will jump and do the service 
for me. Up!” He yanked me by my hair. 

I staggered onto my feet, my left ankle throbbing. “Wen, I can’t—my 
ankle—” 

He shoved the gun in my face. “Move.” 

I shifted my weight to the right and hobbled along. Was the gun only 
supposed to scare me? I took another wobbly step before crumpling on the 
ground, glaring at him challengingly. “You will have to shoot me, Wen. 
Because I am not leaping from that goddamn cliff!” 

He clamped a hand over my throat. “Don’t you tempt me. You will 
do what I—” 

“AJ!” A voice wailed, stopping him in his tracks. 

He released me with a hard shove and spun around. “Who’s there?” 

I rubbed my sore neck and turned, too. A flash of white ducked 
behind a tree. 

“AJP 

“Who’s calling me that?” he demanded, stepping forward, gun raised. 


“Who did you tell we were coming out here?” 
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Someone giggled. “It’s me!” 

“Don’t play games little bitch. Come out, now!” Wen blasted a 
warning shot. 

My breath caught as Abigail appeared ahead of us. She was beautiful 
with long brown curls flickering at her narrow shoulders—her thin body 
draped in a flowing white dress with an unusual hem extending several 
feet behind her. 

“Abigail?” Wen uttered a wet gasp. “It can’t be. I killed you,” he 
whispered. 

Abigail slowly raised a finger and motioned for Wen to come over. 
He marched forward, firing rounds. 

I jumped and covered my ears just as a pair of hands grabbed me from 
behind. 

“Shh!” Nolan whispered, hooking an arm under me then hoisting me 
to my feet. 

Kat was there, too. “Let’s get out of here,” she said, eyes wide. 

“Wait.” I turned back to Wen and Abigail. He was inches from her 
now, but Abigail scurried up the tree. 

“I killed you!” Wen shrieked, raising the gun above his head to fire. 

“Is he talking to Abigail?” Kat whispered. 

“You guys don’t see her?” I asked. 

“I can’t see anyone except Wen,” Kat answered. 

“Me too,” Nolan said. “But we should leave now—” 

I parted from him. “Not yet.” I hobbled a couple steps, staring in 
horror as the end of Abigail’s dress wrapped around Wen’s neck. 

Kat screamed when Wen’s feet came off the ground. 

Nolan gasped. “Oh my God. Is he... hanging himself?” 

“It’s Abigail,” I whispered, bringing a hand over my mouth. 


Abigail tugged and tugged at the material around Wen’s neck. The 
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gun dropped on the ground as he clawed to get free. 

“What should we do?” Kat asked softly. 

But we were frozen in place. Wen’s thrashing stopped, and his body 
swayed limply. 


Abigail was gone. Only the end of her dress remained—Wen’s noose. 


The cops suspected Wen had committed suicide upon his discovery, and 
the information we gave. Eva and Ashley had shown up well after the fact, 
Eva having a total meltdown, consumed with guilt as if she’d been the one 
to do the horrible things Wen had done. 

I gripped Kat’s hand as she, Nolan and I waited in the back of a police 
car. “What made you come and look for me?” I asked her. “I thought you 
were still pissed off.” 

“I was. But when Nolan mentioned you were spending the weekend 
up here, I knew. I knew it was connected to my vision. And well, my sister 
has the car again, so...” 

“I came flying like a bat out of hell,” Nolan butt in. 

I laughed, elbowing him. “I’m really glad you guys are here.” 

They found Abigail’s remains buried behind the cabin. The day after 
her funeral, Kat, Nolan and I visited her grave. Well, Kat and Nolan had 
come for other purposes, but I remained at Abigail’s, with a fresh bouquet 
of flowers. 

“Abigail Misty Tyler,” I read upon her tombstone. I hadn’t seen her 
spirit since Wen’s death. Though I didn’t get to meet her, we shared a 
bond. She revealed my adoptive father’s true nature. If not for Abigail, I 
would still believe Livvie committed suicide. 

I placed the flowers beside the wilting roses. “Thank you, Abigail,” I 


whispered, stepping away. I glimpsed Kat at Ezra’s grave, and Nolan at his 
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dad’s. 
Shortly, they joined me. “All set?” 


Nolan looked at Kat, who shut her eyes with a satisfied nod. 


Eva offered to let me stay with her and Val, but there was no way I could 
accept. All I wanted was to get as far away from Crooked Pines as possible. 

Jess had called after hearing the news and said she had some free time 
if I wanted to visit, which I did. I missed her a lot. And couldn’t imagine 
what she might’ve been feeling about Wen. Kat and Nolan waited with me 
at the bus station. 

“I can’t believe this is it,” Kat said. “Our adventure has come to an 
end. No more ass kicking birds.” She made me laugh. 

Nolan frowned. “What?” 

I shook my head. “It’s a long story.” 

“Aw—what a cute kid,” Kat said abruptly, nodding at the mute TV on 
the wall. 

The news reported a missing six-year-old boy—Vontae Harris, his 
name read. He was adorable, African-American with big eyes and thick 
curly hair in two French braids. 

“God, does it ever end?” I murmured, glancing away from the TV. 

Nolan shook his head. 

They announced my bus was arriving in five minutes. 

“Well—” I sighed. 

Kat grabbed me in a tight embrace. “It’s been real, Teagan.” 

I laughed. “Like shit it has!” I blinked rapidly, praying a tear didn’t 
fall. 

“This isn’t goodbye,” Kat said, tugging both of my hands. “I’m going 


to call you every single day.” 
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I squeezed her again. “I look forward to that.” When we broke apart, I 
turned to Nolan, who looked even sexier than the day I first laid eyes on 
him. I jutted out my chin. “What about you? You gonna call every day?” 

He hissed as if he really needed to consider. “Ooh, I dunno. I gotta 
check my calendar...” 

“Get the fuck outta here.” I grinned, grabbing him by the collar and 
pulling him close. We shared a passionate kiss, and stayed that way until 
the bus came, when Kat had to threaten to pry us apart with wire pliers. 

Gosh, I was so going to miss them. 

When I got out of the cab, I just stood in front of the apartment 
building, staring at it as if it were a work of art. I ignored the cracked, 
water-stained foundation, and the boarded window on the top floor. 
Instead, I pictured Livvie and me that Christmas when we'd first gotten 
bikes. 

Jess would only let us ride up and down the sidewalk at first, afraid 
something might happen to us. When Wen was the one... 

I shut my eyes, and sniffled. But someone sneezed behind me. I 
quickly gathered myself and glanced over my shoulder. 

“Hey!” I croaked at the little kid. I recognized him from the news in 
the bus station. “Vontae!” What was he doing here? 

He turned and ran. 


1? 


“No, wait!” I dashed after him. Why was he running away? 

My shoes thudded against the pavement as I huffed and puffed 
behind him. The little boy zipped around the corner heading down a dead 
end. 

“Vontae, there’s nowhere to—” I slowed at the entrance, chest 
burning. But then my veins froze over. 

Nothing but the brick wall stared back at me. Vontae was gone. 


Holy shit, Teagan. 
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